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CHAPTER 1 

 

I’m dying.

The thought was a dull, oppressive presence in the back of Anna’s mind. Another part of herself was oddly detached from her certain fate and listening to the gurgle of the water rushing past and seeping into the cabin as the car plunged through the dark, icy waters to wherever the bottom happened to be.

The airbag was deflating slowly. She tried to pull away, but it clung to her face like flypaper. What was ‘up’ and ‘down’ was lost in the disorienting tumble of the car as it plunged deeper into the water—down, down, down, until all light was lost, and she could do nothing but let it happen; her coffin taking her down to a wet, cold end.

What would it be like—when she finally choked on the rising waters, enveloping her in a frigid and lethal embrace? Would she even be still conscious when she finally died? Would she know? What did one know when one died?

I’m dying! 

This time she wasn’t going to get away.

I don’t want to die!

Not today. Not ever, if she had a choice in the matter. Life sucked; but surely, death was worse.

I don’t want to die!

But I will.

She jerked her head this way and that and finally dislodged the airbag.

The Lexus’s left wheel impacted on something. The jolt threw her about in the seat belt. Another thump. The frame of the car groaned. The metal twisted enough to open the seals of the doors, admitting a few spouts of water. Anna gasped with the cold.

Piece of foreign shit!

The car settled with a final creak.

Got to get out!

Damn electric windows! No way to open them, because the battery was dead—just as she would be soon. They had been closed, which meant there was no way to open the door against the pressure of the water.

If I wait—

If she waited, she’d die of the freezing cold, which was already seeping into everything. Her legs were getting numb. She considered kicking in the windshield, but her legs wouldn’t even obey her command to move anymore.

Please! PleasepleasePLEASE!

Anna undid her belt, jerked it away from her shoulders and started to bang against the windshield with the palm of her right hand. She might as well have hit a rock wall.

Not shitty enough!

If this had been a piece of cheap crap, instead of some overpriced prestige wheels—Daniel’s car! I should thank Daniel for dying here?—she might already be out of here.

As she battered away at the unyielding glass, the water crept up inexorably, enveloping her, soaking up into the fabric of her thin party dress and chilling her even more. She heard someone screaming and that detached observer inside her realized that it was she; and that she was being consumed by panic as she beat her hands bloody and the water rose up to her chest and—

And then it was just too much to bother. Her strength had gone. It was all over, and she surrendered to the cold and the blackness and the end of her precious, horribly short and wasted life. The blood pounded in her ears and the silence, broken only by the constant noise of water filling the car, closed around her.

As she sank into the darkness, she had a brief hallucination; for there seemed to be something outside her door. A face? There was a crashing sound; and the water, mixed with fine and foul-smelling mud from the lake bed, gushed into the car in a powerful torrent, carrying fragments of shattered glass streaming past her that cut her face and neck and bloodied the water of her tomb.

 

~~~

 

She emerged from the blackness, with something suffocating clamped across her mouth. She twisted her head away, felt a stabbing pain as her skull grated against the hard sharp gravel underneath her. But the pressure was released; the dark shadow above her rose and lifted away from her. The black silhouette, outlined against a starry sky, assumed a recognizably human shape. A man. And the pressure on her mouth had been part of the CPR he had been administering.

Memories refused to come. Everything was hazy. Fragments of horrifying memories of drowning in a sealed coffin. Forever lost to life.

“Who—” she started.

“Sshh,” he said. “Don’t speak.” The words were whispered.

Why was he whispering? 

A sudden coughing fit shook her. Strong arms helped her sit. Her insides heaved; a spurt of water and bile gushed over—

Where was she?

“Don’t talk,” he muttered, almost too low to hear. “Come on.”

He placed one arm under her knees and the other underneath her arms. Instinctively, she wrapped them around his neck to help him—and maybe something else, too; like touching the comforting warmth and aliveness of another human being.

At which point she realized that he, too, was soaked through to the skin. 

More memories. The barely visible outline of a pale face, pressed against glass.

She tried to lift her head from his shoulder to get a look at him, but he turned away; whether to look for a way off the riverside or for some other reason, she couldn’t tell. Anyway, it was too dark to actually make out the details of the face. Her eyes felt sticky, her vision was cloudy, and her eyelids felt like they were on fire.

He carried her maybe fifty yards, up a steep bank. She didn’t know how he could have found his way without stumbling, but he didn’t. When they reached the top, he was breathing heavily.

Whispering again: “I’ll put you down. Wait here. And do be quiet!” 

He bent his knees and let her go, helped her lean against a tree.

Without saying anything more he went off into the night.

A car nearby maybe? 

How had he known?

For suddenly she remembered. The reckless drive, fueled by too much alcohol and a strange kind of madness that she still couldn’t understand. The missed bend. The car slewing across the road, through the ineffective railing and over the edge into the lake.

She waited, leaning against the tree, trying to catch her breath and overcome the nausea. Her mouth tasted like something had crawled up and died in there, and she shuddered at the thought of the chemicals and biohazards she had swallowed.

But she lived!

She lived.

 

~~~

 

Where was her rescuer? The man who had given her a third chance at living was nowhere to be seen.

Crunching gravel. The figure—which, so she told herself she’d recognize anywhere after tonight, even if she’d only seen it as a silhouette— stopped before her. In his hands he held something that looked like a small blanket.

He dropped it on the ground and hunkered down before her, his silhouette black against the starry night-sky, his face a pattern of barely discernible outlines of dark shadows and dim highlights. 

“Come on,” he whispered. “Take ‘em off.”

He reached out and started to sit her up, away from the tree. Anna, though she had a dim notion that she should maybe resist, and especially when she was asked to strip off what little she wore, complied with the request. Not that it mattered; the thin dress had never been intended to conceal a lot, and now that it was soaked it concealed nothing at all.

“I won’t look. Hurry up, or you’ll catch a chill.”

He turned his head away, allowing her a fleeting glimpse of a profile, albeit only an oblique one. Nothing out of the ordinary. Clean shaven and a shock of unruly hair, now plastered to his head in a complete mess, just like hers, by their watery ordeal. Definitely a ‘male’ profile, with what might be deep-set eyes. Or maybe not. It could just be an effect of the shadows.

She heaved herself away from the tree and tried to stand, but found herself woozy from the effort. She almost fell, but he caught her again and helped her to stand.

“Turn around,” he whispered and faced her away from him.

The ridiculous nature of the whole thing almost made her laugh. This whisper thing could have been creepy, if it hadn’t been for the fact that he had just saved her life.

“I’m just taking this off and wrap you in the blanket.” 

She sensed that he was being deliberately clinical, but she also thought she heard, or imagined she heard, something else; a tiny catch of some sort, maybe a—

“Hold still.”

She lowered her arms and felt his hands peel the straps from her shoulder, and then the rest of the dress from her body. He made a surprisingly dexterous job of getting it off her breasts and sliding it down; especially since he didn’t even touch them in the process—except maybe for the slightest brush against her skin; too fleeting for her to be sure. 

Very skillful indeed. Whatever that implied, she was at a loss to figure out right now.

She told herself that she could have helped him—or maybe not, as she was still feeling dizzy and had to steady herself against the tree with one hand. In any case, it was clear that he didn’t need her assistance.

None of this could deny the simple fact that she was being undressed by a man she didn’t know, in the dark of night, miles from anybody else. But her shivers weren’t just caused by the cold. And it wasn’t because she was creeped-out either. Which left only one alternative.

The dress was off, leaving her standing there in her panties. There was no way he wasn’t getting an eyeful behind her back! No way at all!

Was he getting warmer, just like she was—heated by something primal beyond anybody’s control?

He touched her left foot. That meant his head was just above the level of her butt. She thought she felt his breath playing across her skin.

From near-death to near-sex. What a night!

She fought down unbidden notions; stepped out of the circle of the soggy dress. She sensed him rising. Then a slight current of air and the fabric of the blanket was draped around her shoulders. He reached around her, closed it and placed the edges into her free hand.

“Sit down and stay put,” he whispered again. “They’ll be here soon.”

“What—”

“Ssh. Wait for the helo, ‘cause that’s how they’ll be coming for you. I have to go now.”

He rose and, without another word, walked away. Moments later there was the sound of a car engine, the crunch of tires turning on gravel and a car disappearing into the distance. 

Then, silence. 

 

~~~

 

The loud noise of a helicopter swelled until it hovered above her position. A spotlight swept across the ground. She rose painfully and waved one arm as is zeroed in on her position and remained there, causing her to cover her eyes to avoid being blinded by its glare.

Two paramedics winched down. After them came a stretcher. The helicopter continued to hover, the downdraft chilling her to the bone. 

“What happened to you, ma’am?” the older one asked her. He was overweight, maybe in his forties, though he looked ten years older from self-inflicted neglect.

“I drove my car into the lake.”

They stared at her as they tended to her wounds, which included numerous, mostly small, cuts to her face, neck and other exposed areas of skin.

“Your car still in there?” the man asked her.

She nodded.

He motioned to the other paramedic, a young man in his early twenties, who was obviously seriously taken by her. Anna knew she had that kind of effect on a lot of men. But in her current condition? 

“Adrian, call it in,” the older man said to his colleague. 

“Go on!” he urged, when the younger man appeared distracted. “Tear yourself away from the young lady.”

Despite the bad light, Anna saw Adrian blush furiously, as he started talking into the two-way’s microphone, clipped to his jacket.  They helped her lie down on the stretcher, strapped her in, and then she was winched up into the belly of the machine. 

Once inside, another paramedic asked her if she was allergic against anything; which she wasn’t, except maybe stupid people, but she bit down on mentioning that and declared herself to be allergy-free. He put an oxygen mask over her nose and promptly started to swab down her bleeding knuckles with an antiseptic solution that stung like someone was trying to make her die the death of a thousand cuts.

But she lived!

“How did you know where I was?”

“Dispatch.”

“How did they know.”

“No idea. Someone must’ve called it in.”

Anna guessed that’s what her rescuer had been doing when he first left her.

Why?

“I have to go now.”

Go where? 

It made no sense. He’d had the time to risk his life to save her, but not to stick around and wait for them? 

Or didn’t he want to? 

Why? 

It occurred to Anna that maybe he had expected the police to show up as well. That would explain the whispering; it was difficult to identify a voice from a whisper. And when he hadn’t whispered, he had been muttering.  At the time she had thought she’d recognize the voice if she heard it again, but suddenly she wasn’t so sure anymore.

A criminal? 

The kind who saved your life and then ran off?

“It wasn’t you who called?” the paramedic asked.

She shook her head, wincing involuntarily with the pain.

“Take it easy, lady,” he said. “You may have lost a bit of blood, with those cuts all over you. I’m going to get you to lie down and we’ll take you to the VM.”

“I should be dead,” she muttered. 

“Well, you’re not.”

“I’m not what?”

“Dead.”

“Of course I’m not.”

“Better lie down,” he said gently. “I’ll put you on oxygen. One of us is gonna stay with you and make sure you don’t go off to sleep.”

“I don’t want to lie down,” she told him, her notorious obstinate streak reasserting itself.

“Please!” he said firmly. “You’re a bit confused and you may have a concussion.”

She grimaced, wincing again as the cuts twisted and shifted and the antiseptic did its painful work.

“All right,” she muttered and did as she was told.

After a short flight and somewhat bumpy landing they took her out of the helicopter and wheeled her across a rooftop; into an elevator and down, after which they did what they do at hospitals. Since Anna was covered by not only her University health insurance but also had a Henderson Industries insurance card, they gave her an immediate once-over, including an MRI scan; which confirmed that she hadn’t done herself any obvious damage. They also took several syringes of blood.

Haven’t I lost enough already?

“Who would you like us to contact?” someone asked her.

Good question.

It should have been Daniel. After all, he was the man she was going to marry in a couple of months.

And mom of course!

But Anna didn’t think she could handle her right now. Mom had a thing about cars—understandably so—ever since dad died in a car crash. Since he was gone, mom lived on the brink of something not good. At least that’s how Anna saw it. Mom needed a social circle and new friends, but seemed disinclined to make any effort to acquire it. Instead, she lived in her little house in San Diego, which had been mortgaged, but dad’s life insurance paid for it. From that vantage point she did what she had once described to Anna as “watching the world go down the drain.” Mom didn’t seem to think that there was much life after dad’s death, and nothing Anna said seemed to make a dent in her attitude. 

“There’s no man can ever replace him, and I wouldn’t want anyone to either. He was the love of my life, and I don’t want another, thank you very much. One day I’ll see him again, and when that happens I want to be able to tell him, which he probably already knows, that I love only him. Forever.”

It occurred to Anna that mom, despite her inability to accept dad’s death, might actually be happy, because she believed that he still existed somewhere. 

Anna couldn’t.

Mom had made no secret out of her disapproval of Anna’s impending marriage into Daniel’s family. 

“They’re no good, mark my words! Remember what dad used to say.”

Mom made a lot of references to what dad used to say, not least because she knew that, even if Anna didn’t listen to her, she had respected her father more than any other man she’d ever come across. Therefore quoting dad was a sure winner. 

“You can always judge a man by his relationship with money.”

As far as mom was concerned that meant that you couldn’t trust anyone with too much money, no matter how it had been acquired; and Anna marrying into a billionaire family…

So, no mom tonight, thanks very much. She’d be hurt when she found out later, but too bad. Right now, Anna thought that maybe right now she should be thinking just about herself.

Daniel then?

She didn’t feel like seeing him either.

“Nobody right now.”

“Are you sure? We usually—”

“Thank you!” Anna snapped, barely polite. “Right now I just want to be alone and do those tests and make sure I’m all right. I’ll call someone when I’m ready.”

She immediately regretted being such a bitch, because that had been completely uncalled for.

“Sorry,” she said to the nurse or whatever this person’s title happened to be. Everybody had uniforms in this place and you couldn’t tell who was what or why. The woman’s name apparently was ‘Emily’, or so it said on the lapel pin.

“I’m just sore and cranky,” Anna amplified.

Emily patted Anna’s arm.

“That’s all right, Ms. Gardiner. I understand.”

No, you don’t!

“Thanks,” Anna said, trying to sound sincere, before they wheeled her away for a scan.

Afterwards, she lay in a bed in a private room, which had a massive LCD TV that was hooked into the private entertainment system the hospital provided for those who could pay. Anna was on that list. Soon, after she had married Daniel, she would be so preposterously rich-by-association that she refused to actually think about it. Truth be told, the Hendersons’ wealth was close to obscene. Which almost certainly was why Daniel’s father had insisted on a prenuptial that, among other things, limited any potential post-divorce claims of Anna’s to a mere million dollars. And they had to be married for at least one year before she’d get that; which told Anna that this was just about as long as Daniel Senior expected the marriage to last, or wanted it to last. And more preferably less, of course. Even more preferably it would never happen to begin with.

When they finally left her alone—again with a repeat-offer to contact someone on her behalf; which she declined, but this time with what she considered more tact—she just lay back on the bed and tried to calm herself down.

That didn’t last long, because she had a visitor almost as soon as she started actually relaxing. 

“Someone from the police to see you,” a nurse said, as she admitted a burly, overweight, florid-faced cop, who carried himself with an air of touchy authority. 

He stood beside her bed as he questioned her and, after getting her permission, proceeded to record the whole interview with his small tablet computer, which he also used to take notes at the same time.

Yes, she’d had a few drinks. Very few. Not enough to put her above the legal limits; mainly because a metabolic quirk made it virtually impossible for her to get to that point without vomiting her guts out. 

How come she had lost control?

“No idea. It just happened. I’m sure I didn’t speed, because I don’t when I’ve had a drink.”

That was a big, fat lie, but she thought it sounded convincing. Looking at the cop, who was a man and therefore susceptible to her charms, she didn’t see any signs that he doubted her truthfulness.

Idiot! Think with your head!

Men…

How did she get out of the car?

When in doubt, the truth was usually best, because then you couldn’t get yourself tangled up in confusion about what you said to whom.

“He pulled me out of the car and the lake. Gave me CPR, made a call, wrapped me up in a blanket. Then he disappeared.”

The cop looked at her with a squint and a frown. 

“Did you get his name?”

“Nope.”

He frowned at that. 

“Did you tell him yours?”

“No.”

“Got a description?”

“It was dark,” she replied. “He was tall, though I couldn’t really tell how tall. I was on lying my back when he did the CPR. But he managed to carry me up the hill, so he was strong and in good condition.”

Definitely!

She had an acute and vivid memory of a warm, well-toned body. And his scent, too; because her face had leaned against his neck as he carried her way from the water. Almost, she thought, she could still smell him; despite the layer of stink from the lake water soaking his T-shirt. 

The smell of lake water also still lingered in her nostrils, triggering memories of her descent into cold darkness and near death. Her insides heaved. She took a few deep breaths; forced herself to focus on the cop’s questions.

But then there was the memory of her rescuer hunkering down behind her as he drew down her wet dress. How close could you get to making love without even intending to?

Making love?

A silly, girlish way of thinking about it. She wasn’t eighteen any more. And it wasn’t like even at eighteen it had been any different. That kind of thinking had always been and would always be for romantic fools.

But. 

But but but…

…when she thought back to the moment as he…

Her breath caught in her throat, and her heart gave a few extra-big thumps even as she thought of it.

Get a hold of yourself!

But the truth was that those few moments had carried more sexual tension than anything she’d ever shared with Daniel. Which was fairly symptomatic of her life and the way things went for her.

Damn you, life! 

“Did he say anything that would help us find him?” the cop asked.

“Why would you want to find him?”

The cop shrugged. 

“He may be a witness.”

“To what?”

“These are just questions. They may be irrelevant.”

If they’re irrelevant, why are you asking them?

“He said nothing that would identify him.”

“Did you see his vehicle?”

“No.”

“Did he say anything to you?”

“He was a man of very few words.”

“An accent maybe? Something about his voice?”

“He whispered a lot.”

“Whispered?”

“Yeah. You know? Like talk in a whisper.”

“Why, do you think, he did that? A speech defect maybe?”

“No idea. Could be, I guess.”

“Anything else?”

“Not really.”

“If you remember anything—” the cop handed Anna a business card “—just call this number and state your name and address, which will be attached to your case file. An officer will take down any additional information you may provide at the time.”

“What about my car?”

“Your vehicle is being recovered. It will be kept in police custody and released after investigations are finished. It isn’t your vehicle though, is it? Registered to—” he glanced at his tablet “—a Daniel Henderson.”

“My fiancée.”

“Of course.” He nodded. “We’ll be contacting Mr. Henderson about his vehicle. You have informed him of your circumstances? Will he be here soon?”

“Could be a while.”

The cop rose. “That’s okay. We’ll get in touch with him.” He donned his cap. “We’ll contact you if we need any further information.”

When he was gone, Anna reached for the phone beside her bed and called Daniel. 

“I tried to reach you like a million times!” he exclaimed. “I was so worried. When the GPS didn’t show your location—”

“The what?!” she snapped.

“I was ready to call the cops because—”

“GPS?!”

A small pause at the other end.

“What’s the matter? Every one of our cars has a GPS.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I told you ages ago.”

“No, you didn’t!”

There was a pause. 

“Look,” he said in that patient, placating tone she loathed, “if you have a problem with that, let me know. But I didn’t know where you were, because there was no signal, and—”

“Why would you be stalking me?”

“Didn’t know where you’d gone! You left the party, but you didn’t come home!”

“I didn’t say I was going to stay at Darkwood tonight! I told you I was going home! Meaning my apartment.”

“But—”

“But nothing. You could have called instead of stalking me. Without my knowing!”

“Yes, but—”

She slammed the receiver down.

Damn him! 

Damn them! 

How dare they?

Not for the first time, the full implications of marrying into the Henderson family were driven home to her. What she thought of as ‘side-effects’; like a social equivalent to taking medicines. Medicines cured illnesses and/or relieved symptoms, but there often were other, possibly unpleasant, additional consequences as well.

For the umpteenth time—pre-wedding jitters or what?—she asked herself why she had taken her initial involvement with Daniel further than initially intended, until she finally had drifted into a commitment to marry him.

It kind of had just happened. She wasn’t sure how much ‘love’ was involved in this. After all, love was just the brain gone crazy on chemicals, designed to promote pair-bonding.

Daniel’s brain obviously was seriously chemically influenced by her. So much that, since they’d been ‘together’, he had resisted, sometimes to the point of serious family trouble, rethinking his position and getting involved with any of the other women that his family kept pushing into his path; some of whom were probably a gazillion times more suited to him and his social life. A few of them could give Anna a run for her money, too, in the ‘attractiveness’ department.

Anna had no illusions in that area. Her effect on men wasn’t due to what one might call ‘classical’ beauty. Her legs were shapely but not long enough to qualify as major features; her tits barely were Bs; her eyes not quite the same shade of brown. Her hair was dark, thick and rebellious, and no way was she going to have it messed up by hairdressers with weird ideas about what it should be like. As for her mouth, well that was probably one of her most attractive features, even though what came out of it got her into trouble often enough. Plus her voice wasn’t the kind of husky that made men go weak in their knees. Her temper flared too readily. She wasn’t inclined to take crap from anyone; unless maybe someone held a gun to her head, and even then she’d only do as she was told for long enough to get out of whatever bind she was in and kick their butts to kingdom come.

Anna also knew that she was far too intelligent for her own social good; whatever ‘good’ meant. Men were so damn insecure, it was a joke. Just because she had a Ph.D. in Biochemistry, she either scared them off or turned some of them on for all the wrong reasons. Like there had been guys with shit for brains and the intelligence of palmetto bugs, who seriously thought that if they managed to score with her, that would make them into something more than the clueless dimwits they were.

Still, despite what she saw as physical and behavioral shortcomings, Anna seemed to attract men like rotten meat attracted flies. All the wrong ones, of course. Daniel was somewhat different, but he was kind of like a puppy. She hoped that one day he’d grow into a man that she could respect and occasionally look up to. There was nothing wrong with looking up to someone; as long as they also looked up to you—in different ways maybe, but that was the way people complemented each other. 

Anna admitted to herself that at the age of thirty-two she had yet to find her match; and that she probably never would. Daniel might in due course—if she was lucky, and that was all she asked for: a little bit of damn luck!—grow into as good a match as she’d ever get. Maybe then her affection for him, which right now had a lot of owner-with-puppy-dog about it, might settle into something more mature and meaningful. 

And she really wanted kids! 

And time waited for no woman, no matter what she tried. 

Anna fought off a sudden attack of a completely irrational claustrophobia; maybe what Germans called Torschlusspanik: the desperation one feels as one sees the gates closing and there’ll be no more chances. Never ever again.

Anna’s life was heading there like an unstoppable runaway train; she lived in a world where it seemed like no man she’d ever met elicited any truly significant chemical reaction; and the few that came close-ish, and where she briefly had thought “maybe?”, on closer acquaintance turned out to be just more metrosexuals who thought that gyms were the modern urban man’s equivalent to whatever it was that took them back to the roots of their manliness. Or the other type: like Max, the mountaineer. He braved the elements and nature and all that and had conquered high peaks; but he was also so far up his own ass that he needed a mirrored room to get properly aroused. All ‘me me me me me me’. 

Anna really wanted kids, but not with the genes of someone she didn’t respect. And not with someone she didn’t at least like.

So, Daniel would have to do.

She liked him well enough.

Kind of.

Still, sometimes she wondered just how much of a denialist hypocrite she really was. After all, she had secretly gene-typed Daniel using her academic connections to—very illegally; on top of it being unethical on so many levels—circumvent the barriers normal people would have faced. She had agonized over her decision for months but in the end she’d done it anyway, mainly because she thought that Daniel’s parents quite possibly had some ‘mental’ issues; and she was determined to find out if these had a genetic basis, or if these people had just been screwed up by their upbringing and life in general. Nurture instead of nature doing the damage.

Anna was very much aware that any children she might have with Daniel would be having a hard-enough time overcoming their exposure to the Hendersons in order to become decent human beings. No way was she going to handicap them with a genetic predisposition toward being psychos. Everybody had a right for a shot at being a decent human being. Plus there already were enough jerks littering the world, making it a worse place by the day.

The result from Daniel’s illegally performed DNA test showed no evidence of obvious inherited genetic defects. Which was a relief. Still, Anna had decided to stick to pill and condoms until she was ready; mainly because abortions, unless absolutely necessary for health reasons, were out of the question. For her anyway. Not because of some religious nonsense, but because she just couldn’t bear the thought of snuffing out a human life coming into existence inside herself, even if was still just a clump of cells. It was still unique beyond anything one could possibly ever imagine. 

Everybody was!

	

~~~

 

Anna must have dozed off because when she came to, there was Daniel, sitting by her bedside, studying her anxiously. His dark-blonde, usually carefully coiffed, hair was uncharacteristically untidy and his blue eyes were rimmed with red. Mostly, she suspected from the alcohol he had imbibed on the flight back from L.A.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.” 

Without wanting to, she grimaced. The pain flooded all over her face, but she suppressed the wince.

“I must look a sight,” she muttered.

“I hear you’re a very lucky girl.”

“Lucky? Yeah, I suppose.”

Luck didn’t even begin to cover it!

“Anything I can do?”

“Get me out of here. I hate hospitals. If you’re not sick already, they’ll make sure you catch something.”

Daniel chuckled and rose. 

“Will do. We’ll get Dr. Delore to take care of you. He’s already on his way to dad’s house.”

He winked at her and left.

Ahh, yes. Your own personal physician, upon whom you may call day and night. Nice going. Now consider those who have never and will never even get close to a doctor, no matter how sick they are.

She spent the time until Daniel returned fantasizing about what she could do once she had access to at least some more money. Not that it would be easy to come by. There was a reason why Daniel Henderson Senior had amassed the fortune he now controlled; and it had nothing to do with charity, but with being a high-class salesman of other people’s products, an entrepreneur   owning and indirectly running a major industrial complex, and a shrewd manipulator of politicians besides. 

It was just remotely possible, though in Anna’s considered opinion highly unlikely, that maybe one day he would find his currently-AWOL social conscience, like some of other ridiculously wealthy industrialists and celebrities who had discovered their latest and greatest charitable causes in whatever passed for the ‘third world’. Because that’s where they apparently always discovered them; never in their own country. Charity rarely began at home, where millions of children and adults clamored just as much for help and justice and equal opportunity as those in poorer countries.

Would Daniel’s father ever turn away from his supreme indifference to the misery of those less fortunate than himself?

Hold my breath I shall not.

She had just finished that thought, when the door opened and Daniel came in, followed by a doctor, who looked distinctly unhappy.

“Tough titty,” said the kitty, “for that’s just the way things are.” Live with it.

 

~~~

 

Daniel insisted on her staying with him tonight and she was too tired to object; leaning back in the passenger seat of his Merc as,  on their way to Darkwood—the mansion on the northern outskirts of Seattle where Daniel lived; as would she eventually—he turned practical. 

“You don’t have to make an appearance at dad’s Party.”

“I’ll be there.”

“But—”

“So I’ll have a messed-up face,” she said flatly. “It’s not like I’m deeply or permanently scarred or anything. No cosmetic surgery needed.”

“I thought—”

“It’ll be fine. Nothing that makeup can’t hide. Besides, everybody will know what happened. Can’t hide something juicy like that from the Deveraux mob; who will do their utmost to ensure that everybody who’s anybody knows. And Jill’s a gossip-snipe like the world hasn’t seen for a long time. If I’m not there, it’ll be much worse than if I am. Can you imagine what they’ll say?”

“But it’s in just three days.”

“I’m a fast healer.”

Daniel drove in silence.

“All right?” she said.

“All right. But until then you take it easy. Though tomorrow you’ll have to meet someone who might prevent this kind of thing happening again.”

She forced herself not to frown. Keeping a blank face not only hid her feelings, but in this instance also would help accelerate the healing process.

“What are you talking about?”

“Dad’s hired a new head of security. He’ll also be responsible for Darkwood.”

“Gonna sic even more surveillance onto me?”

“Anna, come on!” Daniel protested. “It’s not like that.”

She snorted and leaned back in her seat. “What’s his name?”

“Jack Nolan.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Well, what about him? Where’d he come from? What did he do before this?”

“I believe he comes highly recommended more or less straight from something hush-hush in the military.”

Anna closed her eyes. She tried to visualize Jack Nolan; more likely than not a clone of the former person occupying the post. She’d seen that one only occasionally, because he kept his nose out of her business. Or at least she didn’t know any different. It looked like there were quite a few things she didn’t know about.

The current Head of Security for Henderson Industries was your typical ex-Special Forces, now-retired and get-rich-in-the-private-sector jock; with a neck wider then his head, enough paranoia to be a match for a whole asylum filled with paranoid-schizophrenics; and prone to making sure that his oversized gun was clearly noticeable under everything he wore. 

“No, thanks,” she said. “Can’t it wait until the Party? I’m sure he’ll be there.”

“Yeah, why not?” Daniel agreed.

“By the way, what do you mean? How could he prevent ‘this thing’, as you call it, from happening again?”

“He’s going to be the one to vet all events you attend before clearing you to go there. Plus all of us will have drivers.”

“I don’t want to be driven.”

“Please, Anna!”

“I can drive myself. I don’t need a minder!”

“Look what—”

“What happened last night was an accident! Shit happens. Could’ve happened to anyone. If you’d been there you might have been in the car as well. You probably would have insisted on driving, because you know about my alcohol metabolism issues. You would, however, have had a drink yourself and—”

“Which a professional driver wouldn’t have.”

“Oh, yeah? Remember Princess Di?”

“Oh, come on!”

“Come on what?”

Daniel sighed and drove on in silence.

“How was your meeting?” she asked eventually.

“It went all right,” he said in that passive-aggressive tone he assumed when he was peeved, but wouldn’t come out with it directly. “We have the contract. Navy’s paying, provided we show results, stick to the milestones and deliver, deliver, deliver.”

“Sounds sensible,” she said.

“It does; unless you know that they’re going to be looking for any reason to screw us out of a buck. It’s happened before, and it’ll happen again.”

Daniel’s software company, established and kept afloat for the time being by his father as a big, fat tax write-off, had indeed had some unedifying experiences with that great provider of contracts, the DoD. Not so much the military itself, but certainly the politicians and civilians who skimmed and scammed massive profits off the system.

 “But you’ve got the contract,” she said. “That’s something.”

“I guess…”

He lapsed into silence.

Puppies could be so moody.

So can I.

So bite me.

“Who was the guy?” Daniel suddenly asked.

She was wondering whether he’d been told, and why he hadn’t asked about this before. 

“Don’t know.”

“When were you going to tell me about it?”

“I assumed the police would have told you.”

“They did.”

Anna wasn’t in the mood for these kinds of games right now. 

“I’m tired,” she snapped, fighting to remain even halfway civil. “I’ve had a shithouse night, and I don’t want to talk about this. Is that all right with you?” 

“I just—”

“Well, don’t.”

“Why did he leave you?”

“Will you drop it?! I don’t know why he left. I don’t know why he pulled me out of the lake. I don’t know where he came from or where he was going. All I know is that without him I’d be dead, because he was there when I needed him; which doesn’t happen too often.”

In fact, it had happened only once, a long, long time ago. Someone was there when she needed him. And then he’d disappeared from her life.

“Anna—”

“Just…leave me alone.”

She turned away from him, staring out the window at the trees appearing in the headlights, rushing past and vanishing into the night again. Who knew what lurked between them? Who could know what they hid?

Who knows anything?

“He knew who you are,” Daniel said.

Her head snapped around. “What?”

“He told them.”

She sat stunned.

That’s why they sent a helicopter! Anybody else would have  had to wait forever for an ambulance. But the fiancée of a Henderson merited special attention.

And he had known about the helicopter. 

He had told her!

“I don’t know this man,” she declared.

“Well, he knows you. I wonder what he was doing there.”

So do I.
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