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PROLOGUE


‘I know you can’t believe this is happening, Ms Coates, but I assure you it is. I have been paid, and paid very well, to kill you.’


Belle Coates looked up at the intruder through a glaze of tears. ‘Please. Just tell me what you want,’ she said. ‘Just tell me what you want and you can have it. Anything. Anything at all.’


The man sighed.


‘You’re not paying attention, Ms Coates,’ he said with the accentuated patience of a third-grade teacher. ‘I am not here to bargain. I told you that. I’m here because this is what I get paid to do.’


‘But why? Why me?’


Belle made yet another futile attempt to stand. Her wrists and ankles were lashed to her kitchen chair by the sort of Velcro restraints she and other hospital nurses used so often on difficult patients.


‘Those restraints look amazingly simple,’ the intruder said, ‘but I tell you they are a marvel of engineering and ergonomics. No pain, no marks. None at all. That’s why I have a dozen or so sets of them in the drawer at home.’


The man, six feet tall and wiry, had been hiding inside Belle’s apartment, probably behind the couch in the living room, when she arrived home at nearly midnight. Her nursing shift – 3 to 11 P.M. in the cardiac surgery ICU at the Central Charlotte Medical Center – had been a tough one, and she had relished every stair of the trudge that brought her closer to her apartment, a cup of tea, and a steamy shower.


She was just choosing a tea when he appeared in the doorway of her kitchen, an apparition in sky blue surgical hair and feet covers, latex gloves, black jeans, and a black long-sleeved tee. She was so fixated on his appearance that it was several seconds before she noticed the huge, gleaming knife dangling at his side. Her hesitation was more than enough. In two quick strides he was beside her, seizing a handful of her hair, snapping her head back, and pressing the blade against her throat. With just enough restraint to keep from drawing blood, he forced her down onto one of the oak chairs she had recently refinished, and in moments the restraints were on her. It had happened that fast.


A dozen or so sets in the drawer.


The statement was as terrifying as the knife.


Was he a serial rapist? A psychotic killer? Desperately searching for even the smallest inroad to understanding the intruder, Belle tried to remain calm and remember if she had read about such a man in the papers, or heard about him on the news.


‘What do you want?’ she said. ‘My fiancé will be home any minute.’


He fixed her with pale, translucent blue eyes that were devoid of even the slightest spark of humanity.


‘I don’t think so. We both know about your failed engagement. “Celebrate Belle and Doug’s love.” I’m very sorry about that.’


Belle froze at the words, quoted from her wedding invitation.


‘Who are you?’ she managed again. ‘What do you want from me?’


‘Now we’re getting someplace.’ The man produced a vial from his pocket and set it on the table. ‘I want you to swallow these sleeping pills I found in your medicine cabinet the last time I was here. I have augmented what was there with some that I brought with me tonight, so there will be more than enough to achieve our goal. But before you take these pills, I want you to copy and sign a brief note I have composed explaining your despondency and your desire not to live anymore. And finally, I want you to undress, step into your tub, and go to sleep. See? Simple and absolutely painless.’


Belle felt her breathing stop. This couldn’t be happening. She wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t be able to pry her jaws apart with a crowbar. She began to hyperventilate and shake, grabbing and releasing the arms of her chair.


‘I won’t do it.’


‘You will.’


‘I won’t!’ she began screaming. ‘I won’t! I won’t! Help! Someone help m—’


Her words were cut off by exquisite pressure around her throat. A hard rubber ball was forced expertly between her teeth and into her mouth. The killer remained absolutely calm during the insertion.


‘That was stupid, Ms Coates. Do anything stupid again, and you will be responsible for causing both yourself and your sister a great deal of pain.’


Belle stared up at him, wide-eyed. The mention of her sister was a dagger. Hyperventilating through her nose, she still could not seem to get in enough air.


‘That’s right,’ the man said. ‘I know all about Jillian. Just like I know all about you. Now, refuse to do exactly as I say, try anything stupid again, and I promise, both you and Jillian will die prolonged and painful deaths. Understand? I said, do you understand?’ Belle nodded vigorously. ‘I’m still not certain you do. Now listen, Ms Coates, and for your sister’s sake, believe me, I have no contract to kill Jillian – only you. With very rare exceptions, those I am not paid to kill, I don’t kill.’


He took out his cell phone, made a gentle tap on the screen’s touch display, and held it up for Belle to see.


‘I assume you recognize your sister’s condo in Virginia – Arlington, to be exact, 489 Bristol Court to be even more exact. Nod if you agree that is the case. Good. I know how close you two are. You see, I read your journal, or diary, including entries from the trip to Nassau that Jillian took you on after you learned about Doug’s . . . how shall I say . . . dalliance with your friend Margo. Surgeons. They are just so full of themselves, aren’t they? I see you are having a little trouble breathing. Okay, here’s the deal: I’ll remove that ball if I get your assurance you will stay quiet and still.’


Belle grunted her agreement and again nodded. The man pulled the ball out, keeping his fingers clear of her teeth, and dropped it into his pocket.


‘Now,’ he said, ‘what you are about to watch is a live video feed – live as in it’s happening at 489 Bristol Court right this very instant.’


Belle stared in disbelief at the full-color projection. The footage was unquestionably taken from her sister’s tastefully and lovingly decorated condominium. She was certain that the woman sleeping alone in the queen-size bed was Jillian, also a nurse, and one of the main reasons Belle herself had chosen the profession. Following the automobile-accident deaths of their parents, Jillian had stepped in to raise her fourteen-year-old sister, often making major sacrifices in her personal life. Belle considered her to be the kindest, brightest, most centered person she had ever known. The camera had been placed above the valance in the bedroom. At the sight of Jillian, rolling languidly from her left side to her back, Belle began to hyperventilate again.


‘Easy,’ the man warned. ‘Slow down. That’s it . . . That’s it.’


‘Please. Please don’t hurt her.’


The apparition holding the phone leaned forward. Belle cringed as his empty eyes came level with her own. His pale white skin was tinted blue, a ghoulish illusion cast by her ecologically friendly halogen lights.


‘You must calm down your breathing and listen, Ms Coates. To save your sister’s life, and yourself from a great deal of pain, it is essential that you believe I will do as I say.’


‘I believe. I believe. Turn it off. Turn that camera off and leave her alone.’


‘I’m going to make you a promise, Ms Coates,’ he whispered, his lips brushing her ear. ‘I promise that if you fail to follow my instructions, Jillian will die, and die quite horribly. Do as I say and she lives. Want proof? Look here.’


He held the phone at eye level.


‘Enough,’ Belle pleaded. ‘Don’t hurt her.’


‘I’ve placed small canisters of a potent nerve gas above the door frame inside the closet. Action almost instant. From this phone, I can control how much of the gas is released simply by tapping my finger. Incredible, yes? I am a virtuoso operating this setup. I put another camera in Jillian’s bathroom because I want you to see what happens when just a smidge of this gas is inhaled.’


‘No, please. Please stop this. I believe you.’


The intruder paid no attention. It was as if he had planned this demonstration all along. Belle’s brain was spinning. How could she believe him? How could she not? What choice did she have? Would he really spare Jillian as he promised? Why would he? Why wouldn’t he? The unanswerable questions roiled on and on.


‘If I wanted to,’ he said as if reading her thoughts, ‘I could kill your sister – I could kill anyone – anytime, anyplace, and in any way I wish. But the point is I don’t have to. I don’t even want to. She seems like a nice woman. And as I said, there is nothing in her death for me.’


He made two gentle taps on the phone’s display, and Jillian’s quaint bathroom came into focus, illuminated by a night-light beside the sink and a small diamond-shaped window above the tub.


‘There are four levels of gas I can administer. The first three will cause increasing pain and the symptoms you are about to see. The fourth will kill . . . slowly. This is level one.’


Within seconds, Jillian, wearing flannel pajamas Belle had bought for her, burst into the frame, fell onto her knees, and began retching violently into the toilet. Between bouts, she lay clenched in a fetal position on the tiled floor, shivering uncontrollably.


‘Can you believe that’s only level one?’ the man asked. ‘I think I should patent this delivery system.’


‘Stop it! Stop doing this to her,’ Belle cried.


‘Keep it down or I’ll cut your larynx out and set it on the table. I’m sensing you need a bit more motivation, Ms Coates. Allow me to oblige by upping Jillian’s misery to level two. I’ll keep it on level two until you start copying this note. Audio is really a must to get the full effect.’


He tapped his phone’s display again and now Belle could hear Jillian’s grunting, labored breathing, interrupted by fits of gut-wrenching vomiting and sobs of pain.


‘Please . . . stop . . . I believe you. I believe you.’


He loosened her left hand and pushed the note she was to copy in front of her.


‘Start writing your farewell letter, Ms Coates. When you do, I’ll stop killing your sister,’ he said.


Belle’s face contorted in agony at the sound of Jillian’s unrelenting anguish.


‘Please . . .’


‘Do you need more volume? Write the damn note!’ the monster barked, pounding the table with each word. ‘You’re dead regardless. But you can still save your sister’s life – that is if you have the courage to do the right thing.’


The man shut off the gas as soon as Belle began to write. In just a minute, Jillian’s moaning stopped. Belle managed to pen the first four words before she began to sob.


‘Finish,’ he said, ‘or I’ll fire it up again.’


‘Why me? I haven’t done anything wrong. I don’t even know you. Why do you want me to die?’


‘Not my call. Somebody in this great big world of ours has decided you have to go. And that somebody is paying me to make it happen. I can do it to you alone or to both of you.’


‘This is insane,’ she said, as much to herself as to the man who was about to murder her. ‘This is absolutely insane.’


‘I guess you enjoy listening to your sister scream. Allow me to show you level three.’


The tormented retching Belle heard could scarcely be described as human. On the tiny video display, Jillian’s body convulsed more violently than before. As soon as Belle lifted up the pen again, the man pressed a button on his phone and her sister’s screaming stopped. Belle found the strength to finish copying the note.


‘I’m a man of my word, Ms Coates. I’m also very good with handwriting and I have a large sample of yours from your journal. Mess with this and I’ll dismember you joint by joint with that ball stuck back in your mouth. You’ll still be alive to watch when I finally jack up the gas in Jillian’s pad to level four.’


‘I did as you asked. Let her go.’


‘Sign it.’ The man studied the note with great care. ‘Okay, now the pills.’


He shook the pills onto the table, motioning for her to take one.


‘Please,’ Belle begged, still trying to make inroads into the utter helplessness she was feeling. ‘Who’s paying you? Why do they want to kill me?’


‘I’m running out of time and patience.’


The man pressed a button on his phone like a puppet master pulling on invisible strings. Jillian’s body again twitched with violent spasms.


‘No! You promised!’ Belle cried.


‘You have the power to make this easier on Jillian. Think of all your sister has done for you. You owe it to her, don’t you? Make me stop. I want you to stop me, Ms Coates.’


She could not listen to her sister’s cries anymore. Her only thought was of the man’s chilling proclamation.


You’re dead regardless.


As though in a trance, her hand reached out shakily. Jillian’s moaning abated as soon as Belle swallowed the first pill.


‘Please . . . don’t. No more.’


‘Keep swallowing and that’s the last time you have to hear that nasty sound, Ms Coates.’


Belle tightened her jaw and nodded that she understood.


‘Promise?’ Her voice sounded like a child’s. ‘I said, do you promise?’


‘Ms. Coates, I might be a killer, but I’m a professional. You have my word. But I’m going to resume torturing your beloved sister unless all these pills are down the hatch.’


It was too much to take. Belle raced to swallow the pills.


What else can I do? her mind kept asking. What else can I do? . . . What else can I do?


The action, in a way, was liberating. Her heart rate slowed and her tears stopped. In minutes, she no longer felt agitated or even frightened. The man’s eyes, once haunting, now made her feel nothing at all.


‘Good girl. You are simply going to close your eyes and go to sleep.’


Her tongue already felt heavy. ‘You promised,’ Belle managed.


‘You have my word.’


After a while, he filled the tub, then undid her restraints.


‘Clothes,’ he said.


Feeling the wooziness from the drug take further hold, Belle stepped out of her scrubs and dropped her bra and panties onto the floor.


Then she stepped into the tub.


‘I love you, Jillian,’ she murmured. ‘I love you.’





CHAPTER 1


‘Nick, Nick, throw it here! Come on, let it go!’


Nick Garrity cocked his right arm and lofted a perfect spiral to the gangly youth waiting across the yard. The boy, who would have been happy to keep playing until midnight, gathered in the pass effortlessly and immediately threw it back.


‘Okay, that’s it, Reggie. I gotta take Chance for a run and then get ready for work.’


‘One more pass. Just one more. After dinner I’ll go over to your place and take Chance out. Promise.’


Through the gloom of what was going to be a stormy evening, Nick could feel the boy’s energy and see his enthusiasm. A drug-addicted mother, a long-gone father, time in juvenile detention for a crime no one seemed willing to talk about, seven years in a sequence of foster homes, and the kid was still upbeat and great to be around.


How in the hell do you do it? Nick wondered.


For most of the week, Nick’s mood had been as somber as the prestorm sky. And as usual, there was no reason – at least not on the surface – to explain it. A night in the Helping Hands RV would improve his flagging morale. It usually did.


He made a final throw, handled as easily as most of the others, and then motioned for Reggie to come in.


‘Come on, big guy. I’ve got to leave soon.’


‘So, where’re you goin’ tonight, Nick? D.C.?’


‘I think so. Junie keeps track of that.’


‘Can I come?’


‘It’s a school night, and you promised to deal with Second Chance. Remember, don’t let him off the leash or he’ll see a squirrel and chase it to the moon. Greyhounds are bred to chase little furry animals. Use the long leash if you’re going to throw him his Frisbee.’


‘How about I go with you tomorrow?’


‘We’ll see.’


‘I never get to do anything exciting.’


‘Yes, you do. Staying out of trouble is exciting.’


Reggie punched Nick playfully in the side.


Nick put his arm around the youth’s shoulders and walked with him to the back door. The modest one-family, with three bedrooms and a finished basement, was located in the Carroll Park section of Baltimore. Nick had lived there with June Wright and her husband, Sam, for a few months before renting the first floor of a refurbished two-family down the street, close to the park. Not long after the move, Reggie Smith, now fourteen, had taken over the basement bedroom.


A sequence of kids were constantly coming and going through the Wright household, including the six-year-old Levishefsky twins, Celeste and Bethany, who had been there for almost a year now. If one looked up ‘saint’ in any encyclopedia, pictures of Junie, a sixty-year-old nurse, and Sam, a DPW worker, might well be there.


Since Junie would be working the RV tonight with Nick, her husband would be doing the cooking. The couple had children of their own, and grandchildren as well, but at every stage of their lives together, they had added foster children to the mix.


The Helping Hands RV was parked on the street by the Wrights’ house. It was an aging thirty-four-foot mobile home converted into a general medical clinic. Nick loped past it on the way to his apartment. At six-foot-one, with broad shoulders and a solid chest, he still moved like the running back he had been in college before an illegal block had taken out most of his anterior cruciate ligament. Now the repaired knee was serviceable, but hardly ready to absorb a major hit.


Nick’s father, once a football player himself, was a retired GP. The option of moving to the family home in Oregon was always available to Nick, but had never been one he had considered seriously. In general, his parents were decent, understanding people, though not about their only son. There was no reason to expect they would be. In that same encyclopedia, at least in their library, his picture might have been inserted next to the word ‘disappointment.’


‘This is our son, trauma surgeon Dr Nick Garrity,’ they had introduced him on more than one occasion during the years when he was their golden child, ‘and this is his sister.’


Nearing his apartment, Nick heard the low rumble of thunder in the distance, sounding like a truck engine slowly coming to life.


He tensed at the sound.


He always would.


Nick’s duplex would never be featured in Architectural Digest, but that was fine by him. Oak floors, a variety of posters from the local art store, plus curtains and a few plants gave the place an airy, comfortable feel. He was bent over beside the mail slot, scooping up circulars and bills from the floor, when he was hit from behind hard enough to drive his forehead into the door. He turned, knowing what to expect. Second Chance sat, head cocked, panting around the red Frisbee in his mouth.


‘I’m running behind,’ Nick said, rubbing at his forehead, half expecting blood. ‘Reggie’s going to take you out.’


The dog pointed his snout toward the door and shifted his behind.


‘No go, pal. Gotta shower.’


They had been a team for almost two years, dating back to the first and only time Nick had ever been to a dog track. Lost in thoughts about Sarah, he had been on an aimless drive that ended at a casino in West Virginia. After an hour losing at the slots, he wandered over to the adjacent Tri-State track. He was in the midst of a particularly difficult time, when self-destructive thoughts had once again been seeping into his mind.


Damn PTSD.


Second Chance, a long shot in the fifth race and a natural bet for Nick, had been well in the lead when he suddenly slowed dramatically. Twenty yards from the finish, he was trampled by seven dogs as they passed over and around him, and was left nearly motionless in the dust.


An hour later, Nick and the greyhound had claimed one another at the adoption tent, where the dog’s sleazy trainer tried to convince the Army trauma surgeon that Chance’s uneven, lurching gait was due to nothing more than a minor concussion. Back home, the ‘concussion’ responded dramatically when Nick, assisted by Reggie, Sam, and two Army buddies, cleaned densely packed dirt from each of the greyhound’s ear canals.


Of all the therapies Nick had tried in his battle against post-traumatic stress disorder, Second Chance’s presence in his life was the most consistently effective.


There were days when Nick was able to fit in some calisthenics and weights before going out on the road, but tonight, after playing catch with Reggie, there was just no time. He showered and was dressing in his usual work uniform, jeans and a faded work shirt, when he glanced over at a printout he had taped to the wall beside his bed listing the ten levels of SUDS – the Subjective Units of Disturbance Scale he used to estimate his mood at any given time. This evening seemed like a five: Moderately upset, uncomfortable. Unpleasant feelings are still manageable with some effort.


Progress, that’s all he and Dr Deems had decreed he should shoot for – just a little progress each day. Days like today, even after all these years, it was difficult to tell whether or not he was succeeding. He spent a minute patting and scratching Chance, and then pulled on a Windbreaker and headed out the door.


The thunder was louder now.





CHAPTER 2


As usual, Junie Wright looked like royalty perched on the massive passenger seat, her iPod earphones in place.


‘Let me guess,’ Nick said as he eased the RV down the street and toward the interstate south to D.C., ‘the Temptations.’


‘Nope.’


‘Sam Cooke?’


‘Way off.’


‘Not more rap.’


‘Yup, it’s my main man, Jay-Z. Pure sex through and through. Ummm-hmm.’ She punctuated the statement with a seductive shoulder shake and flashed him the smile that had raised so much money for various charities that it could have eliminated a chunk of the national debt.


An ample African-American woman with wide bright eyes and what seemed a perpetual smile, Junie was raised in the projects of Baltimore. After battling a thousand dragons on her way to a high school diploma, making it through nursing school was a relative breeze. She had been working for the Helping Hands Medical Foundation for some time when Nick returned to medicine and began volunteering first one night a week, then, after a half a year, two.


When the foundation went under due to mismanagement of their funds, Junie did what she often did in so many crises – she took control. First she formed a tax-exempt corporation with Nick as CEO and herself as chairman of the board. Then she mediated the sale of the RV to the corporation for one dollar. She proclaimed Nick the full-time, salaried medical director, and used his rugged good looks and history as a decorated combat surgeon to raise money and recruit volunteers. But by far her biggest challenge over the years – especially since the disappearance of Nick’s best friend, Umberto Vasquez – had been keeping the medical director afloat.


‘We’re gonna get wet tonight,’ she said, setting her iPod aside.


Nick nodded, keeping his focus on the road. Junie was good at many things, but making small talk was not one of them. The seemingly innocuous statement was her way of asking if he was okay and ready for their customary long night. One of the many symptoms that had gotten in his way since the horror of Forward Operating Base Savannah had been insomnia – fitful, perspiring, leg-cramping, nasty insomnia, coupled with more than one person’s share of lurid nightmares.


‘I can handle it,’ he replied. ‘I’m tough.’


He turned the massive wipers on against the drops that were serving as reconnaissance for the storm that was predicted to hit full force by about eight. Junie, deciding that matters with him weren’t dire enough to push, repositioned her earpieces and settled back into her seat. From the other side of the highway, lights flashed past hypnotically, summoning up, as they frequently did, the vision of another set of headlights . . .


‘That was some job you did in there, Dr Fury, sir.’


Nick grins at the name, taken from one of Vasquez’s favorite comic book heroes – Sgt. Nick Fury of S.H.I.E.L.D. Now, after five months, most of the hospital staff and many of the other soldiers have picked up on it.


Dr Nick Fury.


‘You’re the one who plugged that sucking chest wound in that kid, Umberto,’ Nick says.


‘Well, you’re the one who taught us how to do it.’


‘So, congratulations to us both. Listen, my friend, I have something I’ve been meaning to give you for some time. But before I do, I want your promise not to refuse it.’


‘But—’


‘Promise.’


‘Okay, okay. I promise.’


Nick reaches into the pocket of his scrubs and hands over his Combat Medical Badge, presented for medical service during active combat. It is a handsome award – oval, an inch and a half across, with a caduceus beneath a Greek cross at the center, overlaid on a field stretcher.


‘I take this into the OR with me for luck,’ Nick says. ‘I want you to have it not only for what you do around here, but for the way you do it.’


‘I can’t—’


‘Uh-uh. You promised.’


Umberto sighs.


‘I’m honored, sir. I’ll take real good care of it. Promise. In exchange, have a see-gar.’


The stocky Marine staff sergeant, nearly half a head shorter than Nick but probably the same weight, produces two long cheroots, and the friends move to the front of the massive field hospital to light up. Nick is gritty with fatigue from what is now an eighteen-hour day. Vasquez never seems to tire.


FOB Savannah, one hundred kilometers southeast of Khost, isn’t usually the busiest field hospital in Afghanistan, but today it probably has been. A convoy heading to the base along main supply road ‘Tiger’ had been ambushed. Two deaths, twenty casualties. Four OR bays in continuous action all day. Bellies, limbs, heads, and the sucking chest wound in an eighteen-year-old named Anderson. Nice work by Umberto, who never failed to take one of Nick’s combat emergency lectures. Nice work by the whole team, including Nick’s fiancée of six months, Sarah Berman, also a surgeon.


She was career Army when they met. Nick, fairly new to a private practice in Philadelphia on September 11, 2001, had been hit hard emotionally by the tragedy, and had opted out of the reserves and into active duty. The two of them were as made for each other as they were fated to connect.


Nick and Vasquez lean against a Humvee parked in the dirt lot to the left of the main door and savor their cigars.


‘You going to re-up when your tour is over?’ Vasquez asks, his Dominican accent barely detectable.


‘Maybe. I really love the work and the guys. So does Sarah.’


‘You’ve really hit the jackpot with that one, Doc.’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘The guys are crazy about her, and even more important, they respect her. She’s still at it in there.’


‘Almost done. No need to save her a cigar, though.’


Nick, a self-proclaimed ‘adrenaline junkie,’ has had three or four cigars in his life. This one, given his exhaustion, exhilaration, and the night air, is the very best. He warns himself against getting too fond of them. Sarah hates the way they make his kisses taste. It is nearly 3 A.M. A firm breeze sweeps across the desert, but provides little cooling. Far away, near the camp perimeter, a pair of headlights appears – twin stars jouncing toward them through the blackness.


‘Who do you suppose that is?’ Vasquez asks, inhaling deeply and exhaling through his nose. He flips on his radio and calls the guardhouse. ‘This is Vasquez at the hospital. Who’s bouncing across the desert at us?’


‘That’d be Zmarai from the clinic down the road, Sergeant. He’s coming to check on his people from the firestorm this morning. Also, wants to mooch some supplies off you guys.’


‘Vasquez out,’ Vasquez says, turning to Nick. ‘Zmarai – now there’s a scary dude. Beady eyes. Bad teeth.’


‘I’ll bet he thinks the same of you,’ Nick counters. ‘He does a good job running that place and the little store. At least we have positive news for him this time. The two civilian casualties are both gonna make it.’


The lights from Zmarai’s truck move closer. The Afghani is a local leader who has his fingers in most of the area’s pies, and often passes through security on his way to pick up supplies for the tiny clinic he runs. They know him well.


The battered, ancient Chevy pulls into the floodlit perimeter and stops fifteen feet from the massive wooden door to the hospital.


‘Hey, Zmarai,’ Nick calls out as he approaches, ‘what’s in the truck? I sure hope it’s pizza.’


Through the side window, the man looks off-kilter. His face is tilted skyward. His eyes are closed. All at once he opens his mouth and begins a chilling, screeching chant.


‘Allah Akbar! . . . Allah Akbar!’


‘Umberto, down!’ Nick yells, now sprinting toward the driver’s side. ‘Oh, my God! Get down! Get down!’


He leaps onto the running board and grabs the side-view mirror with one arm, pounding on the window with his other hand just as the engine roars to life and the truck surges forward, spewing sand.


Nick sees Vasquez appear at the tightly closed passenger window at the moment the truck shatters the main door with a fearsome jolt. It hurtles ahead toward the heart of the enormous tent – the operating and recovery rooms. Suddenly, Sarah appears, locked between the headlights. Nick barely has time to register that she is there, to see the terror in her eyes, before the grille of the truck hits her at the base of her ribs, tearing her nearly in half. Nick sees blood gush from her mouth as she flies backward toward the ORs.


Vasquez is slammed against a support pole and driven off the running board. The truck bursts into the brightly lit space, scattering victims and hammering into patients. Zmarai hits the brakes, hurling Nick to the ground like a rag doll. Paralyzed by Sarah’s gruesome death, Nick stares unseeingly at the floor. He knows the truck is going to explode and that he’s about to die. The image filling his mind is Sarah. Suddenly, there is a blur of movement from his right side. Heavy arms wrap around his shoulders and drive him backward into the base of a massive refrigeration unit filled with blood and blood products.


Umberto!


Glass shattering, the refrigerator topples onto Nick and his friend, covering them both. Nick is semiconscious, facedown under the glass-and-steel appliance. Units of blood are torn open and their contents pour onto his head and torso. Then, amidst the chaos and screaming, Zmarai’s ancient truck explodes. The roar is deafening. Blast-furnace heat floods Nick’s face and arms.


Then there is nothing.


It is more than twenty-four hours before Nick begins to regain consciousness. His skin is badly scorched, his ears are ringing, and his hearing is muffled, but he can still hear the surgeon telling him that rather than leave the tent, Umberto had rushed back to Nick’s side and saved his life. He is told that Umberto is still in a coma and there is only one other survivor, an orderly, who is still touch and go. There are twenty-eight fatalities. Some of the bodies, including Sarah Berman’s, have not been pieced together yet. . . .


‘Jeez Marie, Nick,’ Junie cried. ‘I just looked over at you and you weren’t there. It’s like the RV is on automatic pilot.’


‘I was here,’ Nick lied, flexing his shoulders and back against the chilly perspiration that was soaking into his clothes.


The rain had become a downpour, and the RV was blasting through it into the darkening night.


‘You want to go home?’


‘I said I was okay,’ Nick snapped.


Junie knew better than to react. Whatever had been going on was leaving him, and no one had gotten hurt. The episodes had been coming fewer and farther between. He’d be okay.


‘On the highway, this here bus is like a battleship against a bunch of rowboats,’ she said.


‘I . . . know. I’m sorry.’


He slowed the RV to forty.


‘You’re going to be okay, Nick,’ the nurse said in what was half statement and half query. ‘You’re going to be fine.’


Nick’s reply was a grim smile.





CHAPTER 3


‘Come on, gang. It’s a simple question. An atom that loses one or more electrons becomes a what?’


Franz Koller bristled at the students’ lack of respect for their education, and thought of killing them – every one of them. An aerosol blast of sarin, the nerve gas used in the Tokyo subway attacks, would do just fine. The glorious image brought a smile – twenty-two perfect teenage bodies, simultaneously tumbling from their chairs, writhing in seizure, soiling themselves as respiratory failure set in. His grin broke the tension between him and the tenth-grade chemistry class at Woodrow Wilson High in Coltin, California. The kids saw him brighten, and a few actually smiled back. Again, he pictured them squirming on the floor, their tiny backs arched in agony, mouths agape like fish on a dock, madly sucking for breaths that just wouldn’t come. The visual made him laugh out loud. The students joined in and laughed with him.


‘Oh, pleeeeasseee,’ Koller begged, kneeling in mock desperation on the scuffed linoleum floor. ‘Please take pity on your poor old substitute teacher and answer the question. I know we subs aren’t supposed to actually teach, but I really know chemistry, and I’m determined to impart some of my knowledge to you.’


Though he was born and raised in Austria, his speech was free of any accent – unless, of course, he wanted one to be there. On bended knee, praying before his class for some bright star to respond, Koller clasped his hands together and bowed his head. He paused for added dramatic effect before looking up and raising one eyebrow as if to add ‘pretty please, with sugar on top.’ It was a phrase he sometimes used when begging his victims to hold on just a little longer.


The class giggled, though somewhat cautiously. Little by little, he was winning them over. Koller was incredibly skilled at that – winning people over – especially those he was in the process of studying for what he called a non-kill – murder that appeared not to be murder at all.


He laughed with the class as he rose, but his laughter was not at what they were finding funny. He was continuing the fantasy about their mass destruction – specifically the vision of their parents, cocooned in white chemical suits, coming to identify their bodies.


‘One of you must know the answer. An atom that loses one or more electrons becomes?’


The only sound was the ticking of the wall-mounted clock. No wonder America’s world dominance was on the decline, Koller mused. For years, in between contracts, he had protected his identity as a killer by creating new identities as a substitute teacher. He enjoyed the deception and the teenage girls, but until recently he also enjoyed making complex concepts clear. He had well-supported teaching credentials in California and Florida, where he also had residences. At last, a tiny hand, third desk from the back, tentatively came up. The killer’s eyes flashed with delight. All heads turned toward the back to see who it was.


‘Ah! Ms Rebecca Woodorf.’


The girl looked puzzled at his remembering her name. After all, what substitute teacher, without the aid of a seating chart, who had heard their names only once during attendance, could pull off such a feat?


‘Please stand up, Rebecca. Stand up. It appears you are our only salvation. Now, prove to me and to your fellow classmates that America’s tenth graders can stay with the Russians, Chinese, and Japanese when it comes to inorganic chemistry.’


Koller rubbed his hands in anticipation. It was a game he enjoyed playing during the sometimes interminable periods between contracts – to win over the class so that he was all they would be talking about after school. He actually had never finished college, dropping out after he was recruited by a psychology professor to meet with the people who would eventually teach him how to kill for money. They were the ones who would supply him with unassailable teaching credentials. He was a quick study in every area. And while there was much to learn, he had a head start, because when it came to manipulating others and controlling their behavior, he already had a Ph.D. with high honors.


Rebecca rose. Her black sweater was tight against her slender frame, accentuating her burgeoning womanhood in a most appealing way. Koller noticed, too, that her lips were tight across her teeth. She was shy, though not too shy to show pride in her body. Interesting.


‘Mr Greene?’ Rebecca said in a small voice.


‘Yes. Go ahead. Give it to us.’


‘May I go to the bathroom?’


The classroom exploded in laugher. Rebecca glanced about, mortified. Koller kept his expression stern and his arms folded tightly across his chest. The laughter subsided.


‘Only if you can tell me what an atom that loses one or more electrons becomes,’ Koller said, matter-of-factly.


There was an audible gasp and Rebecca’s lips tensed even more. The students stared from their classmate to their substitute teacher and back, trying to get a read on each of them. Behind his deep brown contacts, Koller gave them nothing to fix on. In the next teaching gig, the lenses would be green or navy, covering his true eye color, a startlingly pale blue. His store-bought mustache would be on or off depending on his mood. Koller took pride in disguising not only his thoughts, intentions, and facial features, but his physique as well, which for this job, thanks to skillfully applied padding and latex, looked doughy and poorly maintained – anything but capable of snapping a human neck with the quick grip and twist of one hand.


‘Are you serious?’ Rebecca managed.


‘The bathroom key in exchange for an atom that loses one or more electrons.’


Koller paused just the right amount of time before breaking.


‘Nah,’ he said with a broadening grin and a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘I’m just messin’ with you. Of course you can go.’


That did it. The students applauded and howled even louder this time, and Rebecca, who moments before had looked as if she were going to be sick, laughed along with them. Clearly still uncertain and off balance, she walked warily to the front of the class, past the substitute they knew as Mr Robert Greene. Cautiously, she took the key attached to a model of a chlorine atom off his desk, and moved to the door. Once there, she paused before exiting the room, and turned back.


‘Mr Greene?’


‘Yes, Rebecca?’


‘A cation,’ she said simply.


Koller, though not the least surprised, gave her a playful bow and applauded, encouraging her classmates to do the same. She beamed then turned to go, the backs of her thighs taunting Koller as she closed the door behind her.


Playing head games with fifteen-year-olds. Ogling a child’s ass. This day was becoming truly torturous.


In the past, teaching high school chemistry had been reasonably diverting, in addition to providing him with an effective cover. It was not a good idea to be a single man, leading a secret life, without having some sort of socially acceptable profession. In addition, he had never done that well with too much downtime between contracts. But now, the queens of vapidity, YouTube, the Internet, and television, had taken their toll, and in most of the so-called students there was little mind remaining to mess with.


This was the end of the teaching, he vowed. From now on, when he needed a diversion, he would just drive out to the woods and kill something. It had been two weeks since the last contract. How long would he be made to wait?


He recalled with fondness the nurse from Charlotte, whom he had studied and then manipulated to ingest a lethal overdose of sleeping pills, complete with a handwritten suicide note.


Nicely done.


You call, Franz Koller delivers. The CSI goofs would have given up searching for clues in the nurse’s death before the first commercial. Koller heard the growing restlessness behind him and knew he was ignoring the class. Screw them. They were lucky he didn’t go out to the local poison gas store for some sarin.


Sleepers and a suicide note. The woman was a magnificent non-kill – more intense than screwing a hundred Rebecca Woodorfs would have been. Belle Coates, first in her class at nursing school, fluent in three languages, was so exquisitely sexy, lying there naked, helpless, and utterly outmaneuvered, slipping away in the lukewarm water of her bathtub. Just watching her breathing slow and her head slip beneath the surface had given him a fearsome erection. He never even had to touch her. Sex was all about control, and how much more control could there be than—


The classroom door opened and closed.


Rebecca Woodorf returned from the bathroom, less shy and more confident.


‘You have some TP stuck on your shoe,’ Koller said casually as she passed.


The girl reddened, quickly glanced behind to see, then stared in confusion at her teacher.


‘Just kidding,’ Koller said. ‘Gotcha.’


This time, the laughter from her classmates was directed at her. Koller did nothing to stifle it. The girl’s shoulders sank under the humiliation as she scuffled back to her desk.


Fun, fun, fun ’til her daddy takes the T-bird away, Koller sang to himself.


He sent a portly boy named Sommers to pass out a quiz left for them by their teacher. They were all quiet now, busily scribbling in their booklets, answering questions a sixth-grader should have known.


Ten minutes more . . . ten min—


His cell phone began ringing. The tone was AC/DC’s famous guitar riff from ‘Back in Black.’ The students recognized the song immediately and looked up at Koller with surprise and reverence. Mr Robert Greene was hip – the coolest chemistry teacher around.


Their delight did not come close to Koller’s.


‘Who is it, Greene?’ one of the class toughs called out. ‘One of your biker babes?’


‘I wouldn’t be caught dead on a motorcycle, Harcourt,’ Koller said, flashing back to the contract on a surgeon from Chicago who rode his gleaming Harley into oblivion.


The bolts supporting the front and rear calipers, carefully modified by the master of the non-kill, disconnected simultaneously at the top of a long 10 percent grade on the interstate. Under the best of circumstances, investigators would probably never have spotted the modification. In the case of Lewis Leonard, M.D., a tractor-trailer saw to it that there was no modification left to detect.


Nicely done.


‘So what’s the call all about?’ Harcourt asked far too loudly.


‘It’s nothing,’ Koller said, bursting to tell the truth to the arrogant little shits, but knowing he wouldn’t. ‘Just an alert that an art dealer I like to buy things from has posted an item for bid on eBay. I get notified whenever he lists something new.’


‘What are you buying, a blow-up?’


‘Ever hear of sarin, Stankowsky?’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What is it, then? What are you buying?’


Koller glanced up at the clock. Four minutes before last bell.


‘Want to see?’ he asked.


Anything but chemistry.


The class begged him in unison.


He clicked a link in his e-mail and opened up an eBay product description and photo. Then he passed his cell phone around, allowing each student a chance to see the wooden desk lamp shaped like an old sailing ship that was now open for bids starting at $0.99.


‘That’s a piece of crap,’ one student exclaimed. ‘Wal-Mart wouldn’t carry it.’


There were guffaws from some of the others, but Koller didn’t react.


‘What do you think, Rebecca?’ he asked.


Rebecca’s eyes were fixed on her test booklet.


‘I don’t know,’ she mumbled.


‘Take a look,’ Koller said. ‘You’re the smartest one in this class – the only one whose opinion I would trust. The only one worth saving when the flood comes. I think it’s simply beautiful. How about you?’


Rebecca glanced up at the phone as if half expecting something gross.


‘It’s a very nice lamp,’ she managed.


What it is, Koller was thinking, is a job for Mr Greene – buckets of money for work he would happily do for free.


Last bell sounded, and Koller was out the door without even looking back at his class.


As soon as he was back at his apartment, he would decode the message encrypted within the picture of the lamp. Then, once he had all the facts, he would decide if $990,000 was enough for the job or whether $1,500,000 – a million five – would be more appropriate.


Later that day, John Sykes, the principal of Woodrow Wilson High, called to say that the feedback from his chemistry classes was excellent, especially F block, the last period. Could Greene possibly come in and substitute again tomorrow?





CHAPTER 4


The interior of the Helping Hands Mobile Medical Unit was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Every inch of available space inside the 1996 Fleetwood RV was being used for something – notices, storage, medical equipment, office machines – creating a quaint, homespun feel, which was enhanced by the white honeycomb window shades, beige textured carpet, and incandescent accent lighting. The steamy windows and the grizzled, hardened faces of the three men at the center fold-out table, each in a different posture, each clutching a mug of coffee, completed the masterpiece.


It was a Wednesday, and at this stop – the muddy lot of Jasper Yeo’s Dependable Used Autos – that meant Nick would be teaching his weekly class on obtaining VA benefits for post-traumatic stress disorder. Outside, the heavy rain was continuing unabated, pelting the roof of the clinic, and scrubbing the air clean after what had been an unseasonably warm day. The RV was crowded, so the seven men and one woman seeking treatment were using the covered bus stop at the corner as their waiting room. The inconvenience bothered them little. Most of them were near the bottom of life’s totem pole, and quite used to being put on hold.


Inside the RV, the stakes in the tiny classroom were high. Benefit money each of the three men needed to survive had been denied by a VA review board. In fact, Nick’s credential to run the course he had started was a protracted, ultimately victorious battle for his own benefits. It was a struggle that had begun with a rejection by the antichrist of VA claim evaluators, Phillip MacCandliss, and ended with a high-level review board reversing the decision. Not long after that, possibly because of his heavy-handed opposition to Nick’s petition, MacCandliss was passed over for promotion.


War.


‘Sorry to keep questioning you, Doc,’ Eddie Thompson said. ‘It’s just that this is my third go at trying to get my benefit pay. I’m running out of steam and I’ve already run out of cash.’


Nick set his hand on the shoulder of the bullnecked ex-infantryman, whom he knew had witnessed inconceivable brutality – many of the victims, his friends.


‘I know, Eddie,’ he said, not even attempting to cull the huskiness from his voice. ‘I know.’


Given the flashback during the ride into D.C., it wasn’t a great night for him to be doing the class. In spite of himself, Nick felt his concentration begin to slip. He glanced up past Eddie at the corkboard wall, festooned with job notices, lists of AA and NA meetings, nightly shelter possibilities, and other hints for survival on the streets. At the center of the announcements was the four-year-old poster requesting any information on the disappearance of Umberto Vasquez. The sepia photograph was slightly faded, but not enough to wash away the visage of the intensely funny, bright, compassionate Marine, who was the only other one to have survived the nightmare of FOB Savannah.


Vasquez, suffering from PTSD at least as debilitating as Nick’s, had nevertheless helped him to grieve for Sarah, and had often held him for as long as it took for Nick to stop shaking, even as Umberto’s own demons, and omnipresent cheap wine, were tearing away at his guts.


REWARD


For Validated Information Regarding the
Disappearance of Staff Sgt. Umberto Vasquez
Last seen 2/20/06; Fort Stanton Park
Call Capt. Nick Garrity 202-966-9115


‘Damn, they make it hard,’ Eddie moaned.


‘For a reason. Three out of ten claims get VA approval. Three out of ten! That’s millions, if not billions of benefit dollars that don’t have to get paid out. They’ll pay it if they have to, but they’ll sure make you work for it.’


‘Ain’t right,’ Corporal Matthew McBean added in his dense Mississippi drawl.


‘But that’s the way it is. When I was diagnosed with PTSD I made the mistake of asking the VA regional office and their lead benefits blocker, Phillip MacCandliss, to expand my claim to include that diagnosis. MacCandliss knew the rules and interpreted my request to mean that I had a claim previously denied. The proper wording for what I wanted to do would have been to “amend my claim.” That misstep cost me four months of tedious paperwork. And that was just my first of a number of mistakes. MacCandliss counts on us caving in at some point and just giving up. He and many of the rest of them equate depression and PTSD with weakness. He underestimated me – at least in that regard he did.’


‘Shit, I’d give up all my bennies for one decent night’s sleep,’ McBean said.


Nick nodded empathetically.


‘Have any of you called the EMDR Institute yet?’ he asked. ‘If not, let’s make that your next homework assignment. Ask for Dr Deems and tell her I recommended you call.’


‘You really think it’ll help?’


Nick hesitated. Did he think it would help? The jury was still out on that one. Even so, the thought of ridding himself of his torment was enough motivation to continue experimenting with the relatively new psychotherapy tool. The idea of EMDR – eye movement desensitization reprocessing – was simple enough, and the technique had been used successfully for a number of conditions including performance anxiety, phobias, sexual dysfunction, and eating disorders.


Working with a therapist in D.C. once each week, Nick was now on phase four of an eight-phase EMDR program. By combining repetitive eye movements with varying mental snapshots of both positive and traumatic images, the treatment purported to eliminate most, if not all, PTSD symptoms. Nick was hardly a poster child for the technique, though.


Behind them, the floor-to-ceiling curtain opened a foot and Junie poked her head out.


‘Got a minute to check this kid, Nick?’


If not for the class, both Junie and Nick would have been seeing patients from the beginning of the evening. In almost any situation, the nurse could match her skills and judgment against any M.D. or D.O., but it was Helping Hands policy – and that of the board of health – to have every patient checked by a doc, or else by a physician’s assistant or a nurse practitioner, and tonight there were neither of those on duty, although frequently there were.


Nick passed out a sheet of instructions for the next class, and asked his three students to check it over while he was gone.


‘What do you have?’ Nick asked as he approached the curtain.


Junie did not pull her head back.


‘I have a kid that I think has mono.’


‘Did you draw bloods?’


‘A mono test, CBC and liver chems, plus an amylase and lipase.’


‘Throat?’


‘Classic, if there is such a thing. I cultured it and gave him a supply of penicillin, a rinse, and some Motrin.’


‘Enlarged spleen?’


‘I don’t think so, but you know I’m not the best at that unless it’s the size of a football.’


‘You done good. Let’s see him.’


Junie did not move. When she spoke again, it was in a near whisper.


‘I looked out a couple of minutes ago,’ she said, ‘and you were staring up at Umberto’s poster. You okay?’


‘Hanging in there. The class is a nice distraction – especially these guys – but that nightmare I had on the way here is still resonating. Good thing I don’t have to hold a full cup of hot coffee.’


‘Have you tried your eye exercises?’


Nick kissed her on the forehead and motioned to the examining room.


‘I’m doing fine. Now, let’s go kick some mononucleosis butt.’


Not surprisingly, Junie was spot-on in her assessment of the seventeen-year-old, whose residence was listed as the 24 Hotel – night-by-night cots for homeless men. With no major trouble swallowing, and no striking enlargement of his spleen, the youth was sent out with a ‘mono sheet’ of do’s and don’ts. As with most of their patients, the caregivers could only hope that he kept his follow-up appointment.


Nick was back giving final instructions to his class when the mono patient passed by them and left, followed moments later by Junie, carrying her umbrella.


‘I’m going to grab the next victim,’ she said. ‘I’m thinking of stopping by Dunkin’ Donuts across the street to see if they can donate a Box O’ Joe to our waiting room out there. They’ve done it before.’


‘Like they have a chance against you.’


A gust of chilly, wet air blew in as she opened and closed the passenger side door.


Just a few minutes later, the door opened again and a short, stocky, balding man entered. He was wearing a tan trench coat and shaking off an umbrella. He was followed immediately by Phillip MacCandliss.


‘Good evening, Garrity,’ MacCandliss said, fixing Nick with dark narrow ferret eyes. ‘May I introduce Mr Janus Fielding.’ He increased his volume so that anyone in the rear of the RV could hear. ‘He’s with the D.C. Department of Health.’





CHAPTER 5


The sight of MacCandliss turned Nick’s stomach. It wasn’t the first unannounced visit he had made to the RV – two other times over the past few years he had ‘just stopped by to see what this operation is all about.’ But this was the first time he had arrived accompanied.


‘We’re very busy, MacCandliss,’ Nick said. ‘Why didn’t you phone ahead for an appointment?’


‘Now that wouldn’t be a very good way to go about holding a surprise inspection, would it?’


The VA claims evaluator, infamous among the GIs for his hard-nosed refusal to grant disability benefits, remained in the stairwell behind Janus Fielding. MacCandliss was swarthy and thinly built, and looked slightly ridiculous in a tweed walking cap, but Nick knew better than to take the man lightly. He was devious and unpredictable except in his unswerving drive to put himself first in any situation.
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