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 Monday, September 5th, Labor Day, 5:45 P.M.


 New York City



He’d been shot.


He never saw his assailant. Never heard him. Only the pop from behind. An instant later came the burning heat in his back. He pitched forward at the panorama of windows he’d been facing when the attack occurred. He broke his fall by planting a palm on the wall, bracing his weight long enough to twist around and scan his office doorway.


Empty. Whoever had done this was gone.


Pain lanced through him and weakness invaded, spreading through him in widening bands. His legs gave out. He crumpled to the carpet, trying to grab onto his desk for support. His fist clutched nothing but air.


He landed on his belly, his arms doing little to cushion the fall. Automatically, he turned his head to one side to protect his face and make breathing possible. It didn’t do much good. He couldn’t seem to bring in enough air. And when he did—Christ, the smell of the oriental rug made his stomach lurch. Sickeningly sweet, like a suffocating air freshener. It was that cleaning stuff the maintenance staff used. One more whiff and he’d puke.


He shifted a bit, resorted to breathing entirely through his mouth. The rug was wet, he noted, and getting wetter, saturating through with something sticky. My blood, he thought vaguely, feeling oddly detached as the fluid continued to seep from his body.


Cobwebs of dizziness blanketed his brain. He was losing consciousness, and he knew it. But there was no way to help himself. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t crawl to the door. His phone…the cord was dangling from his desk…no, he couldn’t reach it. He’d try to yell…what good would that do? It was Labor Day. No one was in except him and Dylan. And Dylan’s office was at the opposite end of the building. Making a racket would be futile. All he could do was hope that Dylan hauled his butt back here before it was too late.


Footsteps sounded, slowing as they reached the office.


“Okay, Carson, I’ve got those files you wanted. We can go over them later. Right now, it’s time we got into that personal matter I…Jesus Christ!”Dylan’s words ended on a strangled shout. He flung aside his papers and was next to Carson Brooks in a flash, squatting down beside him. “Can you hear me?” he demanded, groping for a pulse.


“Yeah.” Carson’s voice sounded hoarse, faint. “Shot,” he pronounced, licking his lips so he could speak. “But not…dead. Not…yet…anyway…”


“And you’re not going to be.” Dylan bolted to his feet. “Don’t try to talk. I’ll get an ambulance.” He snatched the telephone, punching in 911. “This is Dylan Newport,” he reported tersely. “I’m calling from Ruisseau Fragrance Corporation, 11 West 57th Street. A man’s been shot.” A pause. “No names, no press. Just send an ambulance, and fast. Yes, he’s breathing. But it’s labored. He’s conscious, yeah, but barely. And he’s lost a lot of blood. Looks like his lower back.” Another pause. “Right. Fine. Just get that ambulance here now. Twelfth floor, back southeast corner office.” He slammed down the receiver. “Lie still,” he ordered Carson, squatting down again. “Don’t try to move or talk. The paramedics are on their way.”


“Pushy bastard…” Carson taunted lightly, his speech slurred. “I’m not…even dead…and you’re…already giving…orders….”


Dylan said something in reply, but Carson couldn’t make out his words. He felt as if he were floating outside himself. Was this how it felt to die? If so, it wasn’t so bad. What sucked was all he was leaving undone, not to mention the big question mark in his life that would now die a mystery.


Twenty-eight years. Funny, it hadn’t mattered until recently. And ironic that when he was finally about to act, the chance to do so was being snatched away.


 “Dammit, Carson, stay with me!”


He would have answered Dylan. But his mind was drifting back to another time, twenty-eight years and a lifetime ago. That pivotal twist of fate had changed everything. A seed that had grown into an empire.


A seed. What an ironic metaphor.


 One sperm specimen…twenty grand. No risk, no strings, nothing to lose. What a deal.


Stan had been right. It had been a deal, one that had changed his life.


And maybe created another.


 Carson, you’ve got it all. The IQ. The looks. The youth. The charm. Go for it. If she bites, you’ll make a bundle.


She had. And he had.


He’d plowed forward from that day on. Never looked back. Not till a few weeks ago. Funny, how a fiftieth birthday made a man take stock…


“Where’s the victim?”


Strange voices. Pounding footsteps. The Clorox smell of institutional clothes.


Paramedics.


“In here.” Dylan’s urgent reply as he led them in. “It’s Carson Brooks.”


His eyelids fluttered. Through a blurred haze, he made out two pair of uniformed legs hovering over him.


The paramedics squatted and began working on him.


“Heart rate a hundred fifty.”


“Blood pressure a hundred over sixty.”


“That’s very low for Carson.” Dylan’s lawyer-voice. Hard-hitting. Authoritative. Daunting even to his most formidable opponents. “His pressure’s usually somewhere around one-fifty over a hundred. He suffers from hypertension. He takes Dyaxide to control it.”


“Any other preexisting medical conditions you know of?”


“No.”


“Okay.” Pressure on his back. His lids were lifted and pinpoints of light pierced his eyes. “Pupils dilated. Can you hear me, Mr. Brooks?”


“Y-yes.”


“Good. Hang in there. We’re just trying to slow down the bleeding.”


“Respiration shallow. No obstructions.”


“Start the oxygen. Set it at fifteen lpm. Let’s get him on the backboard.”


“Right.” Two more paramedics had materialized in the room and were now rustling around with some equipment.


Idly, Carson noted the intricate pattern of the oriental carpet. The floral configurations had more red in them than before. And the color was spreading.


An oxygen mask was fitted over his nose and mouth, its elastic strap secured behind his head. “Breathe normally, Mr. Brooks. This will help.”


It did—a little. He rasped in the oxygen. The air freshener smell grew faint.


“His pulse rate’s dropping. And his heart rate’s up. We’ve got to move him—now.” Another flurry of activity, and a long board was propped against his side. “Okay, on the count of three. One, two…three.”


He heard his own groan as they maneuvered him onto the board and secured his head and body. The sound reminded him he was still alive. He had to stay that way. He had to find out who’d shot him. He had to protect his legacy.


And he had to know if Ruisseau was his only legacy, or if he had another one out there—one that was a living, breathing human being.


Determination was suffocated by the fog enveloping his brain.


“Stay with us, Mr. Brooks.” The paramedics were talking again. They’d lifted him onto a stretcher and were moving. They were racing him through the lobby toward the front door. Strange, he didn’t remember the elevator ride down.


“Is he conscious?” Dylan grilled.


“In and out.” The glass doors blew open. Thick summer air enveloped them. Manhattan pollution. A hint of it seeped around the oxygen mask and invaded his nostrils. There were flashing lights—police cars flanking the ambulance. One cop rushed up to the paramedics. More ran into the building.


He was transported to the ambulance. “Mount Sinai?” Dylan was asking the paramedic who’d climbed in beside him.


“Yup. We’ll get over to Madison and fly straight uptown. With the siren on, we’ll be there in minutes.”


“I’m riding with you.” Dylan was getting in even as he spoke.


“Uh, Mr. Newport…” The ambulance driver turned and cleared his throat uneasily. “The police want to talk to you about—”


“Fine.” Dylan cut him off at the knees. “Then they can meet us at Mount Sinai. I’m riding there with Mr. Brooks. That’s not up for debate. And like I said, you’re bringing in a ‘John Doe.’ No names, no press. Let’s go.”


There were no further arguments. Doors slammed. A siren screamed. The ambulance zoomed off.


“Heart rate’s up to a hundred seventy. BP’s down to ninety over fifty.” The paramedic leaned closer. “Mr. Brooks, can you tell me how old you are?”


“To-o old. F-f-ifty.”


His voice mingled with the scream of the siren. The traffic on Madison Avenue seemed to part like the waters of the Red Sea.


“Carson.” Dylan’s voice was low, very close to his ear.


“Still…alive…” he managed.


“I never doubted it. You’re indestructible.”


“Yeah…tell that to whoever…did this.”


“Talking isn’t what I have in mind for that bastard.” A pause. “Did you see who it was?”


“Saw nothing…too fast…and from behind.” Carson drew a slow, raspy breath. “Dylan…”


“We’ll get him, Carson. Don’t worry.”


“Not that.” A weak shake of his head. He was fading. For now or for good, he wasn’t sure. But, just in case he’d be around to hear the answer, he had to try. “That situation…I was wrestling with…the confidential one…”


“I remember.”


He swallowed, fighting the waves of darkness. “If I’ve got a kid…I want to know. Find out.”
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 Tuesday, September 6th, 9:30 A.M.


 Center for Creative Thinking and Leadership


 Auburn, New Hampshire



“Good morning, everyone. Welcome to CCTL.”


Sabrina stepped into the conference room, strolling over to the head of the elegant teak table and simultaneously assessing the new management team of Office Perks, a Boston-based accessories-for-the-workplace company.


The composite of the group was pretty standard. Eight executives, five men, three women. Most in their mid-thirties, a few in the forty to forty-five range. That included Robert Stowbe, the company’s newly appointed chief executive officer, who was forty-four and at the helm following a large, heavily publicized merger. He’d handpicked his new department heads. And, as Sabrina’s research had confirmed, he’d done a pretty good job. Edward Rowen, the chief financial officer, had done a decent job of increasing profits at his previous position; Harold Case, the VP of sales, was a shrewd cookie who knew his clientele; Lauren Hollis, the VP of information technology, was a workhorse, if a bit lacking in creativity; Paul Jacobs, the VP of strategic planning, had vision and initiative; Lois Ames, the VP of marketing, was well connected and open to new ideas; Jerry Baines, the VP of research and development, had a good track record but was a bit of an autocrat when it came to running his department; and Meg Lakes, who promised to be a perky, energetic VP of human resources.


Now came the hard part. Taking a talented, aggressive bunch of people and transforming them from a collection of ambitious individuals into an integrated management team.


Making that happen was Sabrina’s job.


Whether or not she was successful, only time would tell.


After spending four years as a management consultant—three in the big leagues and one right here at CCTL—Sabrina had learned that no team was standard, few transitions took place without a snag, and nothing should be taken for granted.


Still, her track record was pretty damned good. Which was why so many corporations that were either expanding or needed a jolt of adrenaline to get them back on track sought her out.


“I’m Sabrina Radcliffe,” she began, intentionally staying on her feet even though everyone else was seated—a routine ploy aimed at retaining control of a meeting. “As you know, I’m the president of CCTL. I won’t waste time spouting my background and credentials, since I’m sure you’ve done your homework and know all about my reputation, and CCTL’s. So I’ll just invite you to take full advantage of our facilities—for recreational and mental health, as well as for professional growth.


“Plan on being busy over the next four days. We’ll be holding frequent team meetings. Workshop times are listed on the agendas you received with your registration packs. That having been said, you’ll also notice we left chunks of unscheduled time. That’s where your mental recharging comes in. We cover both ends of the spectrum: unwinding and pumping up. For starters, our staff offers stress management and yoga classes. We also have a state-of-the-art health center—you’ll have full use of that. And, last but not least, Lake Massabesic is right at our doorstep; it’s great for sailing, canoeing, or hiking. Do whatever moves you.”


Sabrina gauged the attention span of her audience. Time to talk food.


“On to meals.”


Everyone sat up a little straighter. Not a surprise. Food did it every time.


“Our chefs are unbelievable,” she continued. “They’ve been recruited from top restaurants worldwide. So don’t expect to lose weight. You won’t. Unless, of course, that’s your goal. If you do have specific requests or dietary restrictions, be sure to let them know. They’ll be happy to work with you.”


Sabrina’s fingers swept over her cranberry silk blazer and slacks. “Dress at team meetings is business casual. The last thing we need is constrictive ties and waistlines. I’m convinced that anything that inhibits breathing, also inhibits creativity.”


A few smiles.


Time to allow for assimilation of information.


“I’ll get into the specifics of our team meetings later, after you’ve had a chance to settle in,” she concluded. “For now, let me assure you of this: My staff is exceptional. Put yourselves in our hands, give us your all, and we’ll send you home ready to take on the world and win.”


 


 11:15 A.M.


 Mt. Sinai Hospital


Dylan gulped down the last of his coffee, crumpled the Styrofoam cup, and tossed it in the garbage.


The past sixteen hours had been a surrealistic blur.


The ER. Then the OR. Carson had been in there for ages, undergoing extensive surgery to repair organs and suture blood vessels. Now he was in the ICU, stuck with tubes and IV drips, hooked up to all kinds of monitors, and with no definitive assurances of recovery.


Christ, what a nightmare. Dylan shut his eyes, massaging the throbbing sockets to ease a headache that wasn’t about to go away. Not without food, sleep, and results. He’d made the necessary phone calls, set in motion what needed to be done. But there were so many damned loose ends to connect….


“I can’t take this uncertainty much longer. Not knowing, not hearing a word—I’m losing my mind.” Susan Lane jumped up from the waiting room chair, her entire body taut with worry. She raked her fingers through her sleek frosted-blond hair, rumpling it even more than it already was. It occurred to Dylan that he’d never seen Susan so disheveled. At forty, Carson’s significant other looked thirty, and was always impeccably made-up and dressed. Not this morning. After a night of pacing, she was definitely the worse for wear. Then again, so was he.


“Why don’t they tell us something?” she demanded.


“Probably because there’s nothing new to tell,” he replied. “Carson came through the surgery. He’s a fighter. He’ll make it.”


“He has to.” Susan sounded as if she were trying to convince herself rather than Dylan. She started pacing again, her voice choked as she remembered aloud. “I had a feeling something was wrong. He was very late, even for Carson. This wasn’t a boring dinner party, it was a night at the U.S. Open. I should have listened to my instincts. I should have called.”


“It wouldn’t have mattered, so don’t beat yourself up. The match started after seven. Carson was shot before six.”


“Right. And you didn’t call me till almost ten,” Susan reminded him, pain and accusation lacing her tone. “When I was sitting in Carson’s courtside box with my cell phone turned off.”


“I called you as soon as I could think straight.” Dylan felt as if he were talking about something that had happened a year rather than a night ago. “I’m sorry you had to hear about Carson through voice mail. I’m sure my message shocked the hell out of you.” He blew out a weary breath. “Frankly, I don’t remember much about those first few hours.”


“I’m sure you were a wreck,” Susan acknowledged, her demeanor softening. “I didn’t mean to jump all over you like that. I just keep thinking that if I’d gotten here sooner, it might have made a difference. Maybe if he heard my voice, or knew I was there…” She swallowed hard. “Anyway, what’s done is done. All that matters is for Carson to pull through this.”


She walked over to the ICU, circling it as she tried to see in. But the curtains were drawn, as they had been since Carson’s surgeon went inside. “Dr. Radison’s been in there a long time.”


Dylan crossed over to stand beside her. “Radison’s being thorough. You know his reputation as well as I do; he’s the best there is. He’s more than aware we’re still out here. He’ll give us an update as soon as he can.”


“Mr. Newport?”


The voice came from the corridor behind them. Dylan turned, not particularly surprised to see Detectives Barton and Whitman standing there. They’d questioned him last night before Susan arrived—about his relationship to Carson, Carson’s lifestyle, his friends and enemies—the usual criminal investigation rundown. He’d responded on autopilot, although he doubted those responses had been too coherent. Not that it mattered. Even if he’d been in top form, he’d still be high up on their suspect list. He’d been the only other person at Ruisseau when the shooting took place. His tight relationship with Carson and the edge it gave him in the company was no secret. And by now they’d done their homework. They knew what kind of background he had, and they knew how much he stood to gain if Carson didn’t make it. So here they were, back to probe further. Unless of course they’d found out something…


“Detectives.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, trying to assess their demeanor. They sure as hell didn’t look like satisfied law officers who’d just made an arrest. “Do you have anything for us?”


“Nothing you don’t already know.” Frank Barton’s reply had a definite edge to it—an edge and an implication. “We spoke to the two guards who were on duty at the building last night—the one at the front door and the one monitoring the video surveillance. They saw nothing and no one, except you and Mr. Brooks. We reviewed the surveillance tapes and confirmed that. So if anyone else got into the building, they used the freight entrance.” Barton didn’t meet Dylan’s gaze, but instead shot an inquisitive look at Susan.


“This is Susan Lane,” Dylan supplied in a stiff tone. “Her name’s on that list of Carson’s friends I gave you. Susan, Detectives Barton and Whitman.”


“Ms. Lane.” Eugenia Whitman acknowledged the introduction. “I’m glad you’re here. We were going to contact you later today to ask you a few questions. Now we can do it here.”


Susan nodded. “Of course. Whatever I can do to help.”


“Good. Also, just so you know, we’re posting twenty-four-hour security outside Mr. Brooks’s hospital room, just in case whoever did this decides to try again. Officer Laupen should be showing up any minute now. He’ll be taking the first shift.” Whitman’s attention switched back to Dylan. “You seem to be in better shape than you were last night. Does that mean there’s positive news on Mr. Brooks’s condition?”


Like they hadn’t already called the hospital and checked, Dylan reflected dryly.


“It means last night I was in shock,” he said aloud. “That shock is wearing off, so today I’m a little more collected. As for Carson, he’s hanging on. He had a lacerated artery, a pierced lung, and a perforation of his intestines. He’s also lost huge amounts of blood. So with regard to the prognosis, the jury’s still out. For the time being, he’s doped up and in ICU. His surgeon’s in with him now. If you stick around, I’m sure you can hear the latest firsthand.”


“That’s what we had in mind,” Barton assured him. “I understand from the surgeon’s report that the bullet wasn’t removed.”


“You understand correctly. The bullet’s in Carson’s chest, lodged somewhere close to his lung. Taking it out would have been more dangerous than leaving it.”


Barton folded his arms across his thickening middle. “So we have no bullet, no weapon, and a victim who can’t talk to us yet.”


Dylan noticed he didn’t say anything about having no motive or suspect.


“Talking to Carson won’t help. He didn’t see his assailant.” Rather than provoking the detectives, Dylan repeated what he’d told them last night. “He was shot from behind. He said the whole thing happened too fast for him to turn around.”


“According to your story, he said that in the ambulance. Unfortunately, no one but you heard him.” Detective Whitman fiddled with the ends of her short puff of curly platinum-blond hair—a deceptively casual gesture, since she was studying Dylan intently.


“The paramedics were a little busy, Detective.” Dylan was starting to get pissed. “They were working to save Carson’s life. He only managed a few words. And the only one he spoke to was me.” He met Whitman’s cool stare. She was tall—almost as tall as his own six foot one—with pale coloring, a straight, stick-thin build, and cottonball hair. She looked just like a Q-tip.


“Um-hum.” She scanned her notes. “That’s what you told us.”


“And that’s what happened. Look, let’s not waste time debating the facts. You can confirm them with Carson the minute the doctor gives his okay.”


“That’s why we’re here, Mr. Newport. To see if the victim’s story matches yours.”


That did it.


“Look, Detective,” Dylan said icily, “I hear your message—loud and clear. For the record, you’re barking up the wrong tree. But you’ll find that out for yourselves. Just don’t waste too much time in the process. I want you to get whoever did this. Dig around. Carson’s shooting wasn’t random.”


“That’s one point we agree on. It wasn’t random. But it wasn’t robbery either. When the ambulance brought Mr. Brooks in, he had five hundred dollars and a solid gold money clip in his pocket. Neither was touched. And since, allegedly, the assailant had vanished without a trace by the time you walked onto the scene, he would have had more than enough time to snatch those items before taking off.”


“Robbery? That never occurred to me. Yeah, Carson’s rich, and he’s high-profile. But if someone wanted to rob him, they’d have mugged him on the street corner, not gone up twelve floors to shoot him in his office.”


“Makes sense.” Barton eyed Dylan thoughtfully. “So tell me, Mr. Newport, do you have a particular motive in mind?”


 Mine, you mean,Dylan mused silently. Aloud he replied, “It could be any one of several. Revenge. Greed. A desperate need for financial survival. As I told you last night, Carson’s not your average CEO, or even your average self-made man. He grew up in the streets. He started with nothing, and made a fortune by busting his ass, and relying on nothing but his brains and his instincts. He’s a brilliant chemist and businessman—a true genius, if you ask me. People like that bring out the worst in their enemies.”


“And why would those enemies choose to act now?” Whitman probed.


“C’est Moi.” Susan realized aloud where Dylan was headed. “It hit the market in June. Carson’s shooting has to be related to that.” She gave Whitman a quizzical look. “Have you heard of it?”


“The fragrance that rocked the nation?” Whitman’s sarcasm was so thick you could cut it. “You’d have to be dead not to. The sensationalism surrounding that ad campaign caused riots at every cosmetic counter in the country.”


“It’s not the campaign,” Dylan said tightly. “It’s the product. The ads just captured the world’s attention. But it’s the scent itself that’s caused the rest of the fragrance industry to go into a tailspin.”


“Because it turns every woman into a goddess,” Whitman said.


“It’s a perfume, Detective, not a magic potion. It doesn’t create what isn’t there. It just enhances what is. Truly the ultimate fragrance. Ask around. Or, better yet, try some yourself.”


“I’ll do that. As soon as we solve this case.” Whitman wasn’t about to be sidetracked. “So let’s say this perfume is all it’s cracked up to be. How does its success tie in to Brooks’s shooting? The product’s already out there. Why would killing Brooks change that? Ruisseau’s a solid company. I’m sure it wouldn’t fold without its CEO.”


“No, it wouldn’t. But in the case of C’est Moi, there’s an Achilles’ heel,” Dylan explained. “Its formula is unique. It took almost two years to develop. The process was done in absolute secrecy.”


“By Brooks’s R&D team.”


“No. By Carson himself.”


An intrigued lift of Whitman’s brows. “Brooks invented the formula?”


“Yup. And he’s the only one who knows it.”


For the first time, the detective looked startled. “The only one? No one else is privy to that information?”


“Not a soul. Including me, by the way. But there are lots of folks who’d like to be. It’s raking in millions.”


“So you think someone tried to kill Brooks to get the formula.”


“Or to stop production in its tracks. Not only has C’est Moi made millions in a few short months, it’s also cutting into the sales of every other perfume manufacturer in the business. Their stocks are plummeting. That doesn’t exactly endear Carson to his competitors.”


“You didn’t mention these details before.”


“Frankly, I assumed you’d done your homework. Or were you too busy doing a background check on me?”


Before Whitman could respond, the door to the intensive care unit swung open, and Carson’s lead surgeon strode out, brows drawn as he studied a chart.


“Dr. Radison.” Dylan went straight over, blocking the surgeon’s path. “How is he?”


The surgeon halted, glancing up from his clipboard with a guarded expression. “He’s holding his own.”


“Is he conscious?” Barton demanded.


Dr. Radison gave the detectives a measured look. “He drifts in and out. A lot of that’s due to the pain medication.”


“Was he awake just now?” Whitman pressed.


“Yes.” The surgeon held up a palm, setting immediate limits to the oncoming request. “He’s on an endotracheal tube and a respirator. So he can write, but he can’t speak. Plus, he’s not up for a long interrogation. A few questions, but that’s it.” His gaze flickered back to Dylan. “He scribbled down that I should send you home. His note said you’d better be rested enough to work round the clock till he’s back.”


A corner of Dylan’s mouth lifted. “That sounds like Carson.”


“Does he know I’m here?” Susan interrupted.


Radison nodded. “I told him. He was pleased to hear it, until I added that you’d been here all night. At that point, he scrawled down that he wants you to go home and rest, too.”


“Is there anything else we should know about Mr. Brooks’s condition before we go in?” Whitman was already inching toward the ICU.


“Actually, yes.” Dr. Radison’s tone stopped her in her tracks. “We have an additional complication. If you remember, I said the bullet nicked Mr. Brooks’s abdominal aorta.”


“You also said you sewed that up,” Dylan countered.


“We did.”


“So?”


Dr. Radison rubbed a hand over his square jaw. “It’s not as simple as that, Mr. Newport. The aorta is the body’s main artery. It’s crucial in supplying blood to the organs. In this case, the spot the bullet nicked resulted in a reduced blood flow to the kidneys. That, combined with the large amount of blood he lost overall, and the septic shock resulting from the infection caused by the damage done to his intestines, all add up to a major source of concern. I just ran a CT scan. I’m not happy with what I saw. Kidney function is down eighty percent. Unless that improves, I’m inserting a temporary fistula and starting dialysis.”


“Dialysis.” Dylan repeated the word slowly. “Are you saying you expect his kidneys to shut down completely?”


“That’s a worst-case scenario. It’s possible they’ll just need some help before they take over on their own.”


“So this problem is temporary.”


A brief hesitation. “That’s my hope.”


Dylan tensed. “But it could be permanent.”


“Possibly, yes. And, taking into account Mr. Brooks’s vital lifestyle, his resistance to physical restrictions of any kind, I want to be prepared.”


“Oh, God.” Susan pressed her palms to her cheeks. “You’re talking about a transplant.”


“I’m only talking about laying the groundwork,” Dr. Radison clarified. “Just in case.” He glanced back at his file and frowned. “Unfortunately, Mr. Brooks has no family. He’s also got type O positive blood, which reduces the potential pool of compatible donors. We’d better start alerting anyone close to him who’d be willing to be screened for a match—again, just in case.” He inclined his head. “I assume we should start with the two of you?”


“Absolutely,” Susan returned immediately.


“Hmm?” Dylan’s mind was racing. Thank God he’d made those calls already. He’d set things in motion, a fact that had just taken on a whole new dimension. Ironic that Carson had picked now to search for his child. That request had just escalated from sentimental curiosity to urgent necessity.


“Mr. Newport?” Radison’s tone suggested he’d been trying to get Dylan’s attention. “I asked if you know your blood type.”


“Sorry. I was just digesting everything you said. I’m O positive.”


“The same as Mr. Brooks. Good. Ms. Lane just told me she’s A negative. That won’t work.”


“Does that mean I’m compatible?” Dylan asked.


“I’m afraid it’s not that simple. It’s just step one. We need to draw your blood so we can do tissue-typing, as well as…”


“I’ll get down to the lab and have that done right away.” Dylan could feel the detectives watching him, gauging his reaction. He couldn’t ask to speak to Dr. Radison alone, not without arousing further suspicion. Besides, now wasn’t the time to spill his guts to the surgeon about the chance that Carson had a biological child. Not until he knew whether this person actually existed.


“Something wrong, Mr. Newport?” Whitman inquired.


“I’m just making a mental switch from focusing on Carson’s enemies to focusing on his friends.” Dylan pulled himself together quickly enough to cover his tracks. “I’ll call everyone I can think of. The more people willing to get screened, the better chance we’ll have of finding a compatible donor.” His jaw set. “I assume the rest of our conversation can wait until I’ve made those calls and had some blood drawn?”


“I’ll start on the calls, Dylan,” Susan offered, her voice shaky, as if she were battling shock. “It will make me feel useful. You, at least, can give blood. I can’t even offer him that.” She swallowed hard. “Whoever I leave out—business associates, old girlfriends, whoever you think might help—you can make those calls afterward.”


Dylan nodded. “Is that all right with you?” he asked the detectives.


“Certainly,” Whitman assured him, her poker face back in place. “We want to talk to Mr. Brooks anyway—and Dr. Radison, if he can spare a minute. After that, we’ll chat with Ms. Lane. We’re not going anywhere, and I assume neither are you. We’ll catch up later, here. Unless you’re going home to rest, as Mr. Brooks suggested?”


“No. Rest isn’t an option.” Dylan’s jaw tightened a fraction more. “I’ll be right here at the hospital—unless I’m in a taxi, or home showering and changing. In any case, I’m reachable.”


“Fine.” Barton turned to Susan. “You’ll wait?”


“Of course. I’ll be outside the building, making calls from my cell phone. Get me when you’re ready.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I want whoever did this caught and punished.”


“So do we,” Barton assured her. “And don’t worry. He will be. Soon.”


With a speculative glance at Dylan, Barton followed his partner into the ICU.
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 2:30 P.M.


 341 West 76th Street



Dylan stepped out of the shower to a ringing telephone. He swore softly, knotting a towel around his waist and making a mad dash for the bedroom.


It was probably one of those pain-in-the-ass detectives at the other end, ready for another round of grilling. He was in no mood for it, either. He’d been in perpetual motion for the last three hours.


First, he’d given blood. Then, he’d checked on Carson, who’d drifted off to sleep, after what was evidently a short session with the detectives. Whitman and Barton had moved on to interviewing Susan, an interview Dylan interrupted long enough to get the list of people Susan had reached.


She was in the process of describing to the detectives how she and Carson had met, and their mutual interest in YouthOp, the charitable organization that she headed and Carson supported. Dylan hadn’t stuck around to hear the rest. No doubt the cops would get around to asking her questions about him. Well, that would be a dead end. He and Susan got along fine. All she really knew about him was how tight he was with Carson. And since Carson was a very private man—one who wasn’t in the habit of discussing his relationships, business or personal, not even with Susan—and who never divulged the details of what went on at Ruisseau, there was no fuel Susan could add to the detectives’ fire.


When Dylan got home he’d spent over an hour on the phone, managing to round up four or five people who were willing to be screened. Not that he blamed the ones who said no. Having respect, even affection, for someone was one thing. Giving them an organ from your body was another.


That’s where blood relations came in.


And, with luck, came through.


He’d gone into the shower, letting the hot water spray over his head and down his back, hoping it would ease his tension and frustration. Fat chance of that. He was so tight he was practically vibrating. And now the damned phone was ringing.


He snatched up the receiver just before the call went to voice mail. “Yeah, hello.”


“Dylan?” the voice on the other end asked. “I was just about to hang up and try your cell phone again.”


“Stan.” Equal amounts of relief and apprehension flooded Dylan, and he sank down in a chair. “Tell me you have something for me.”


“I do. It took a while because the doctor’s retired. My guy had to find out where the records were stored. Then, he had to get his hands on them. But he managed.”


“Are you sure they’re legitimate?”


“Positive. I worked there, too, remember? I know the doctor. I know where he retired to. I also know what his forms and his letterhead look like. And the fax I got is authentic. It gave me the woman’s name, her personal data, the works. The rest was easy. Our PI traced her, and her family. Gloria Radcliffe. She’s a fashion designer, lives in Rockport, Massachusetts. Her family’s loaded; from Beacon Hill, just like I remembered. It’s all here. Now that I know where you are, I’ll fax all the information directly to your apartment.”


 “Now.”


“Of course now.” An uneasy pause. “How’s Carson?”


“His kidneys aren’t functioning right. He might need a transplant.”


Stan swore under his breath. “Do they have him on dialysis?”


“They didn’t when I left. By now, they might. Let’s cut to the chase. Does Carson have a living child or not?”


“Yeah. A daughter. Her name’s Sabrina. Born June third, nineteen seventy-five, Newton-Wellesley Hospital—almost ten months to the day from when Carson made his donation. Born perfectly healthy, according to her birth records.”


“You’ve got those?”


“Right here in my hand. I’m reading from them now.”


“Is her blood type listed?”


“Um…” A pause, as Stan skimmed the page. “Here it is. O positive.”


Dylan blew out a breath of sheer, utter relief. “I assume you’ve got current information on this Sabrina Radcliffe. Where is she now?”


“She runs some high-level corporate training center near Manchester, New Hampshire. It’s a combo business center and resort. She lives there.”


That clinched it.


“I can fly to Manchester in an hour. I’ll talk to Carson’s surgeon. Then, I’ll jump on a plane. In the meantime, you keep Carson’s name out of the press, just like we discussed. Cash in some favors. Do whatever you have to. It’ll just be for a day, until I can get to Sabrina Radcliffe. And Stan—thanks. This could be Carson’s best chance, maybe his only chance.”


“Wait a minute, Dylan.” Stan cut him off before he could hang up. “Are you nuts? You can’t just burst into that training center tonight—no phone call, no warning, and lay this on that girl.”


“Watch me.”


“But…”


“Look, Stan. This isn’t just a sentimental request anymore. We’re talking about Carson’s life. You know the kind of man he is; he won’t accept a damned thing from anyone. Long-term dialysis? Depending on hospitals, tubes, and machines? That would destroy him.”


“I’m not arguing with you. But someone has to be the voice of reason here. What you’re about to do will turn Sabrina Radcliffe’s life upside down. To begin with, you don’t even know if she’s a compatible donor. More important, you don’t know if she’s willing. Yeah, Carson’s her biological father. But they’ve never even met. It’s possible she’s not even aware he exists. Who knows what her mother’s told her? The path Gloria Radcliffe took was pretty radical for the seventies; I doubt she shared the details with her kid.”


“That kid is twenty-seven now. She’ll handle it.”


“Maybe. Maybe not. You have no clue how she’s going to react, or if she’ll cooperate.”


“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”


“She might throw you out on your ass.”


“And her mother might sue me,” Dylan added dryly. “She’d win, too. She’s got enough grounds to have me disbarred and a bunch of us tossed in jail. Obtaining confidential medical records and divulging their contents without permission—that’s criminal and unethical. But it’s a chance I’ll have to take.”


“Dylan…”


“Don’t worry. Your name won’t ever be mentioned. I’m in this alone. But come hell or high water, I’m flying up to Manchester. I’ve got to.”


“Yeah…I know you do.” As Stan spoke, Dylan’s fax machine started to ring. “That’s everything you’ll need—all seven pages’ worth. Good luck.”


 


 3:15 P.M.


 Mt. Sinai Hospital


Dylan blew by the ICU waiting room and went straight to the desk. “I need to see Dr. Radison,” he told the nurse. “It’s urgent.”


She glanced up from the chart she was reading. “Mr. Brooks is resting comfortably, sir. There’s no cause for alarm.”


“I’m not alarmed. I’m time-stressed. I’ve got to talk to Dr. Radison—now.” He glanced back over his shoulder, noting the cop posted outside Carson’s door, and eyeing the ICU with a somber expression. “That’s a dialysis machine Carson’s hooked up to, isn’t it?”


“Yes. Dr. Radison started the procedure about an hour ago. But there haven’t been any complications. Mr. Brooks is responding well; his blood pressure’s steady and he’s showing no major side effects or discomfort.”


“That’s because he’s too drugged up to understand what that machine means to his life.” Dylan leaned forward. He wasn’t about to be placated or put off—not on this one. “Is Radison in surgery?”


“No, but…”


“Then page him.”


The nurse eyed Dylan for a minute. Something in his expression must have convinced her, because she picked up the phone and complied.


*   *   *


Across the waiting room, Detective Barton slid forward in his chair and started to get up.


“Wait.” His partner stopped munching on her potato chip long enough to stretch out an arm and deter him.


“Why? Newport’s a wreck. His defenses are way down. It’s the best time to put the screws in.”


“I agree. But let’s get the whole picture first. Let’s find out why Dylan Newport’s so freaked out. Whatever it is, it must be pretty serious if he’s insisting on paging the surgeon. Let him do his thing. Then we’ll do ours.”


 


Dylan felt the detectives scrutinizing him. He didn’t give a damn. If Radison responded as expected, he’d have to tell the cops about his plans anyway.


“Mr. Newport?” Radison strode into the corridor, brows knit. “I understand you need to see me. The nurse said it was urgent.”


A tight nod. “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?”


“Of course.” The surgeon led him down the hall into an unoccupied room. “What is it?” he asked, shutting the door.


“Carson’s on dialysis. Does that mean his kidneys are worse?”


“It means they need help. Whether they’ll rally and function normally on their own, it’s too early to tell.” The surgeon frowned. “This isn’t an unexpected crisis. We discussed the possibility of dialysis.”


“Yes. But there’s something I didn’t know; something I just found out. It might make a huge difference if Carson’s kidneys don’t kick in as we hope.” Dylan met Radison’s gaze. “Carson has a biological child he isn’t aware of—a daughter. She’s twenty-seven and lives in New England. I don’t have a detailed medical history on her, but I do have one crucial fact—her blood type. She’s O positive.”


Radison stared. “How did you come by this information?”


“That’s not important. What’s important is, it’s accurate. Now you need to give me some facts. First of all, how likely is it that Carson’s daughter’s a match?”


A pause, as the surgeon weighed his response. “There are no guarantees. But, excluding an identical twin or sibling, a parent or child is the most likely individual to be a donor match. You’ve already overcome one hurdle by telling me that father and daughter have the same blood type. That’s step one. There’s still tissue-typing to check for common genes, and a crossmatch test to perform. Until both of those are done, I can’t tell you if this would be a go. After that, she’d see a nephrologist, who’d do a full evaluation, including a battery of lab tests. Last, she’d undergo a renal angiogram. The good news is that, if Mr. Brooks and his daughter are compatible, there are added benefits, should a transplant become necessary. Common genetic backgrounds will lower the risk of kidney rejection. And the odds of success are improved when the donor is young—which, in this case, she is. So if you’re asking me if this is an encouraging discovery, the answer is yes.”


“That’s good enough for me.” Dylan shot a quick look at his watch. “How soon do I need to get her here?”


Radison’s frown returned. “You want a timetable. Frankly, before I even broach that subject, I feel compelled to remind you that Mr. Brooks is this young woman’s father. He’s been shot, and is in critical condition. For that reason alone, she should be advised immediately. She has every right, and every reason, to see her father.”


“Point taken.” Dylan wanted an answer, not a lecture. “But with regard to the medical urgency…”


“You’re not under the gun. Even if Mr. Brooks’s kidneys fail completely and don’t recover, we wouldn’t perform a transplant until his wounds have healed, and until he’s been infection-free for six to eight weeks. On the other hand, that time frame is deceptive, because it also takes six to eight weeks to complete a full donor evaluation. Bottom line? If Carson Brooks’s daughter is willing, the screening process should begin right away.” He gave Dylan a quizzical look. “Would you like me to make the telephone call?”


“No.” Dylan shook his head. “This is a delicate situation. Very few people know the truth—including, very possibly, the young woman herself. News of her paternity could come as quite a shock to her. That’s why I asked if we were racing the clock. I want a chance to do this in person. You just gave it to me. I’ll fly up to her home tonight and break the news. Hopefully, I can convince her to come back with me.” Dylan’s lips tightened. “But first I need to clear my plans with the detectives lying in wait outside.”


 


“There’s our guy.” Whitman crumpled up her empty potato chip bag and tossed it into the trash as Dylan plowed his way over to them.


“Yup,” Barton agreed dryly. “Certainly no need to track him down. He’s heading straight for us. And, boy, does he have something on his mind.”


“We’re about to find out what.”


“Detectives.” Dylan stopped directly in front of them. “You said you had more questions for me. Ask them now. Because in ten minutes I’m leaving for the airport. I’ve got a plane to catch.”


“Do you?” Detective Whitman shot him an interested look. “To where?”


“Manchester, New Hampshire. The flight leaves LaGuardia at six ten. It arrives at seven thirty-two. I’m staying in Auburn, just eleven miles from the Manchester airport. I’ll give you the address and phone number. That way you can keep tabs on me—you know, make sure I don’t flee the country.”


“Sudden, isn’t it?” Barton ignored Dylan’s sarcasm. “Not to mention that this trip must be pretty important for you to leave Mr. Brooks during his medical crisis.”


“It’s for him that I’m leaving.”


Whitman responded by jerking her head in the direction of the empty lounge across the way. “Let’s talk in there.”


With a tight nod, Dylan complied, and the three of them filed into the room.


“What’s in Auburn?” Whitman demanded the instant the door was shut behind them.


“Not what — who,”Dylan corrected. “And the answer is Carson’s biological daughter.”


Whitman’s Q-tip brows shot up. “I thought he had no living relatives.”


“We all thought that. We were wrong. I just found out about this woman’s existence. I informed Dr. Radison. He wants her to be screened right away.”


“Makes sense. So call her. Telephones are a lot quicker and more convenient than planes.”


With great irritation, Dylan rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve already told you more than I should have—none of which is to be made public,” he added meaningfully. “I only disclosed this much because you’d demand a credible reason for my leaving town, and so you’ll understand why the media needs to be kept out of this, at least until tomorrow. But this is a personal, not a police, matter. I can’t get into the details without breaking Carson’s confidence.”


“We’re not interested in leaking a scandal,” Barton said tightly. “We’re interested in solving a crime. We said we’d put off the press, and we will. As for relevance, it’s up to us to decide what does and doesn’t pertain to our investigation. So you’ll have to give us a little more information than you have. Why the trip?”


“Let’s just say that my news might catch Carson’s daughter off-guard.”


“News of the shooting?”


“News of who her father is.”


“I see.” Whitman pursed her lips. “She doesn’t know. And you’re going to be the one to break it to her.”


“I’m the only one Carson entrusted with this information, and with the job of finding her, so, yes. It’s my responsibility.”


“Entrusted?” Whitman pounced on him like a hunter on its prey. “So Carson Brooks does know he has a biological child. You just said…”


“He suspects. He’s not sure,” Dylan said, cutting off her interrogation. “Let’s not play cat and mouse. Not now. Later, you can get into this with Carson. Use the next seven minutes to grill me on whatever you’ve been saving up. Then I’m out of here. Unless you plan on stopping me.”


“Now why would we do that?”


“Because you think I shot Carson.”


“Did you?”


Dylan stared Whitman down. “No.”


Barton tore open a pack of gum and popped a stick in his mouth. “Do you own a gun, Mr. Newport?”


“Ah, now we’re getting down to it. I’m sure you already know I don’t. I didn’t borrow or steal one, either. Besides, if I was the one who shot Carson, what did I do with my weapon? Toss it out the twelfth-floor window or down an elevator shaft?”


“That’s one of our question marks. No weapon. No bullet.”


“But lots of motive and opportunity,” Whitman chimed in. “You were the only other person at Ruisseau at the time of the shooting.”


“The only other known person,” Dylan amended.


“Right. That gave you both the time and the access. As for motive, the amount of money, company interest, and corporate power that would go to you if Carson Brooks was out of the way is staggering.”


Dylan’s eyes glinted. “True. I’d get a bundle. I’d also lose the closest thing to a father I’ve ever had. The trade-off sucks.”


“You’ve known Mr. Brooks for nineteen years.” Whitman skimmed some pages that Dylan recognized as Child Welfare records. “You came to him with a colorful background. In and out of five foster families…” A pointed pause. “Three juvenile arrests.”


“I fought with fists, not guns.”


“Yes, and frequently, too. Street brawls, discipline problems in school.”


“That’s right. I had a lousy childhood.” Dylan’s jaw tightened. “Now skip ahead. Read the part about after I met Carson Brooks. Straight A’s, work-study program, corporate internship. Graduated from Columbia University and Columbia Law School with honors. Did any of that register? Because if it did, you know the difference Carson’s made in my life.”


“He’s certainly been a generous benefactor. Any idea why? I mean, why you?”


A muscle in Dylan’s cheek flexed. “You’ll have to ask Carson that one, too. Now, are you going to let me go to Auburn, or not?”


Whitman studied him for a long moment. Then, she nodded, tearing off a scrap of blank paper and handing it to Dylan. “Write down Mr. Brooks’s daughter’s name and address,” she instructed. “And keep your cell phone on. If we need you, we’ll find you.”
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 8:15 P.M.


 Center for Creative Thinking and Leadership



Sabrina was just finishing up an evening workshop when her assistant, Melissa Andrews, poked her head in.


“Excuse me, Sabrina,” she murmured, looking distinctly uncomfortable—a rarity for the thirty-five-year-old dynamo, who could cope with just about anything. “May I see you for a moment?”


“Sure.” Sabrina took the cue, gathering up her notes and gesturing for the group to disband. “We were just about to call it a night anyway. These folks need a little R&R.” She smiled politely around the room. “The evening’s yours. Enjoy it.”


She walked into the hall, edging toward the quiet alcove where Melissa had already positioned herself so they could talk in private. “What is it?”


“There’s a man here to see you,” Melissa reported, folding her arms across her breasts and tapping one manicured nail against her sleeve. “His name’s Dylan Newport. Evidently, he’s corporate counsel for Ruisseau Fragrances.”


“Ruisseau?” Sabrina’s brows rose with interest—an interest that was rapidly eclipsed by puzzlement. “Their corporate counsel? That’s odd.”


“Almost as odd as showing up at my desk at eight o’clock at night, insisting on speaking to you and only you, now if not sooner. He practically forced me to interrupt your workshop. I swear, I think the guy would have broken down the door if I’d said no.”


“That sounds pretty extreme.” Sabrina frowned. “We’ve never done business with Ruisseau, so this can’t be a legal suit.”


“It isn’t. I specifically asked him if he had documents for you. He said no. I pressed him as hard as I could. He finally acknowledged that he wasn’t here on legal business. That’s as much as I could get out of him. He refused to say another word, except that it was you he needed to see. Tonight.” Melissa shot her a questioning look. “You’re not having an affair with him, are you?”


“Yeah, right,” Sabrina retorted, her mind racing to find a logical explanation. “I barely have time for a nap, much less an affair.”


“I didn’t think so. It’s too bad, though. He’s hot. Really hot. But he’s not your type. This guy’s too earthy.”


“Thanks for the assessment.” Sabrina wasn’t bothered by Melissa’s bluntness. Her assistant was as plunge-in-and-get-it-done about relationships as she was about work. “But whatever this Dylan Newport wants to see me about, it’s not sex.”


“Like I said, too bad. Anyway, he’s definitely a man with a mission. He won’t take no for an answer. Rather than test his limits, I decided to interrupt you.”


“A wise move. Where is he now?”


“In the office behind the reception area. I showed him in there to keep the disruption to a minimum. He’s waiting for you, pacing around like a caged lion.”


“Then let’s not waste time—his or ours. Let’s find out what he wants.”


“Have fun.” Melissa patted her shoulder. “I’ll be at my desk. Just hit the intercom and bellow if you need me.”


“I think I can handle this.” Sabrina was already on her way, heading down the hall, her thoughts moving faster than her feet. Why would an attorney for Ruisseau Fragrances be here, demanding to see her?


Only one way to find out.


She cut across the marble and glass reception area and made a beeline for the rear office.


Stepping inside, she nearly collided with the tall, dark-haired man who was pacing near the doorway. “Mr. Newport?”


When he turned toward her, Sabrina knew instantly why Melissa had described him the way she had. He was earthy. And hot—if you went for the dark, rough-around-the-edges type. He was certainly both those things, more dangerous-looking than classically handsome, right down to his penetrating gaze and strong, slightly crooked nose that suggested it had been broken at least once. His stance and build were equally tough and Sabrina could sooner picture him in a black T-shirt and jeans than in the herringbone blazer and conservative wool slacks he had on.


No, definitely not her type.


“I’m Sabrina Radcliffe,” she informed him, extending her hand. “I understand you’re here to see me.”


He returned her handshake as if on autopilot, something akin to startled realization flashing in his eyes. Then, he stepped back, scrutinizing her with fierce, unnerving intensity, his stare raking her from head to toe—not in the usual suggestive manner Sabrina had been subject to all too often, but in a clinical way, like a scientist might examine a specimen under a microscope.


“Do I get the part?” she asked pointedly.


Her meaning sank in, and he broke off his physical inspection, his gaze rising to meet hers. He looked a little shell-shocked, although why, she had no idea. “Yeah, you get the part. I hope you’ll want it.”


Okay, so he was here to hire her. But why the timing? And why an attorney?


This was getting more fascinating by the minute.


“I’m intrigued.” Sabrina tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear. “Ruisseau’s last quarter was incredible. You blew away all your competition. Your company’s clearly on a roll. So why seek out CCTL now? Don’t get me wrong—we can always find ways to make a company better. But it’s a rare CEO who thinks that way when profits are sky-rocketing. And it’s rarer still to have him or her send corporate counsel to do human resources’ job. So what’s the scoop?”


To her surprise, a crack of laughter escaped Dylan Newport. He gave a hard, disbelieving shake of his head, rubbing the back of his neck as if to assimilate some major discovery.


“Care to share the joke with me?”


“Sorry. It’s been a pretty intense day. And there’s no joke. Just some unexpected enlightenment.”


“You lost me.”


Her guest’s amusement faded, and he leaned past Sabrina to shut the door. Then, he gestured toward a chair. “Sit down, Ms. Radcliffe. The conversation we’re about to have is not going to be easy.”


Normally, she’d remain standing. But something in his voice made her comply.


He pulled around another chair so he could face her, lowering himself into it. “I didn’t come here to hire you.”


“Then why did you come?”


He interlaced his fingers, staring at them for a moment before answering. “You know a lot about Ruisseau’s success. Why is that?”


Sabrina blinked. “I’m a management consultant. My clients are companies, big and small, public and private. It’s my job to know what’s going on in the business world. And I’d hardly say I know a lot about Ruisseau; only what’s been in every financial newspaper and on every television network in the country.”


“Yeah, well, check out the early morning business news tomorrow.”


She jumped on that one. “Why? Will Ruisseau be a news item? Is that why you’re here? Has something major happened?”


A humorless smile. “That’s the understatement of the century. It’s only because we called in a few favors and because we’re a private company that I managed to keep things quiet until after you and I talked.”


This was getting more outrageous by the minute. “Why would you need to talk to me first, especially if you don’t plan to hire CCTL? Where does my company fit into all this?”


“It doesn’t. You do.”


Sabrina’s gaze narrowed. “How? And I want an answer, not another question.”


“Fine. I’ll cut to the chase. The reason I’m here is because of your father.”


“My…” Sabrina broke off. After all this buildup, Dylan Newport’s visit was obviously a mistake. Whoever he was looking for, it wasn’t her. “You’ve been misinformed. My father’s not alive, much less affiliated with Ruisseau.”


“You’re wrong, Ms. Radcliffe. He’s both.” A resigned frown. “I was hoping this wouldn’t come completely out of left field. No such luck, I see. Were you told your father is dead, or just a nonentity?”


An odd, uneasy sensation formed in the pit of Sabrina’s stomach. She’d heard this song and dance before, but never from a reputable attorney, and never with such an intricate scenario to back it up. Why would Ruisseau’s corporate counsel represent a two-bit hustler when there was so much at stake?


He wouldn’t.


The cerebral part of her was dying of curiosity. The instinctive part wanted to turn around and run.


She started to get up, eyeing the file Dylan Newport pulled out of his leather case. “I repeat, you’re talking to the wrong person. Now if you’ll excuse me…”


“Your mother’s Gloria Radcliffe,” he announced, stopping Sabrina in her tracks. “She’s a fashion designer from a prominent Beacon Hill family. You’re her only child. You were born on June third, nineteen seventy-five, at Newton-Wellesley Hospital. You blasted your way through school and, at the ungodly age of nineteen-going-on-twenty, got your degree from the Cornell School of Hotel Management. You worked in the Ritz-Carlton’s management trainee program for a year, then went back and got your MBA from Harvard. For three years, you were employed at Haig, Lowell, and Fontaine—one of Boston’s most renowned management consulting firms—and you were well on your way toward becoming their youngest junior partner when, a year ago, you did a one-eighty, leaving to start the Center for Creative Thinking and Leadership. At that time, you recruited top talent from all over the country to form your staff. You’re quite a success story. Still think I have the wrong person?”


Slowly, Sabrina sank back down. “Okay, what’s this about? Why did you dig up my entire history? Or maybe I should ask for whom? In fact, maybe I should see some identification. You claim you’re a lawyer. I’m starting to think you’re a PI.”


“I’m not. If I were, I’d be handling this conversation better.” He pulled out his license and company ID, handing both to her. “Proof enough?”


Sabrina skimmed them, then handed them back. “Fine. You are who you say you are. That still doesn’t explain…”


“How much do you know about your father?” he interrupted. “Or, more to the point, the details surrounding his becoming your father?”


The way he said that—she had a gut feeling he had facts to back up his allegations. So, obviously, did whoever had sent him. They knew exactly how she’d been conceived. Which explained the way Dylan Newport was staring at her, as if he were checking for some resemblance, something concrete to lend credibility to his client’s claim.


Still, she could be wrong. This could be nothing more than another run-of-the-mill case of a con artist who assumed she was the product of a one-night-stand, and was looking for a windfall. An incredibly good con artist, if he’d convinced Dylan Newport to represent him.


“You’re representing a man with an alleged claim,” she stated, testing the waters. “Is your client going after my mother? Because if he is, it won’t work. My mother’s got an amazing memory for the men she’s been involved with. This hoax has been tried before—my long-lost father showing up, trying to extort money from my family—and he and his lawyer have been slapped with lawsuits so big they’d make your head spin. Although, I must say, I’m surprised that an attorney of your standing could be so easily duped. Or that you’d stoop so low and risk so much.”


“Hold it.” Dylan Newport shook his head. “There’s no alleged claim. And I’m certainly not going after your mother, or anyone else in your family. I’m just trying to get a handle on how much of the truth you’ve been told.”


“You tell me.”


“Fine. You were conceived through donor insemination. You never met your biological father. Is that consistent with the information you’ve been given?”


So she’d been right. He did have the facts.


Sabrina’s eyes glittered. “It is. It’s also a private aspect of my life—not one I’m ashamed of, by the way, but one I don’t discuss with strangers. I must say you’ve gone to great lengths, Mr. Newport. Prying into confidential medical records, divulging that information—you’ve already given me grounds to have you disbarred. Keep talking and we’ll add charges of extortion and fraud to invasion of privacy. Try leaking this bogus claim to the news—and you’ll be spending time in jail.”


“Thanks for the warning.” Dylan Newport’s unflinching stare said that none of her threats were news to him. And, in spite of it, he was still pushing ahead with this.


Why?


The obvious answer was that whatever he was about to tell her was true. And damned important to the higher-ups at Ruisseau.


The pit in Sabrina’s stomach became a full-fledged knot.


“Your assessment is right,” he was continuing. “At least partly right. You’d get me on the invasion of privacy charge. Add emotional distress, for that matter. But you’d lose on extortion and fraud. Because I don’t want money, and the claim I’m making isn’t bogus. It’s real. The fact that I’m willing to go to these extremes despite the risk should tell you that.”


“Fine.” Sabrina acknowledged his claim with a tight nod. “So you know whose sperm was half-responsible for my conception. Congratulations. Now comes the bad news. You’ve conducted this whole extensive, shady investigation for nothing. I’m not interested in learning the donor’s name or anything about him. Not now. Not ever.”


“Yeah, I picked up on that.”


“Then why are you pursuing this?”


“Because I have no choice.”


“There’s always a choice.”


“Not in this case. A man’s life depends on it. He could die. He means as much to me as if he were my father. As luck would have it, he’s yours.”


“Die?” Another jolt out of left field. Sabrina’s mind had been going down the corporate path, assuming that Dylan Newport was bailing out some company exec who was being blackmailed with this juicy scandal. But life and death? That steered things in a whole different direction.


Sabrina’s shoulders lifted in a baffled shrug. “Are you suggesting this man is terminally ill and thinks meeting me will help?”


“No. He doesn’t even know you exist. Nor is he in a position to find out. He’s lying in ICU fighting for his life. By the way, he has a name. It’s Carson Brooks. Who, as a side issue, doesn’t need your money. He has millions of his own.”


Whatever Sabrina had been about to say vanished with that bombshell. Beyond pretense, beyond trying to assimilate facts, she simply stared.


Dylan looked away, swearing quietly under his breath. “Look, Ms. Radcliffe—Sabrina—I’m not trying to tear a hole in your life. But I don’t have the luxury of time, and…”


“Carson Brooks,” she interrupted, seeking some sort of clarification. “The CEO of Ruisseau. He’s my father.”


“Yes.”


“You said he could die. What happened? Did he have a stroke? A heart attack?”


“Neither. He was shot.”


This was turning into a bad detective movie. “Who shot him?”


“We don’t know. It happened last night in his office. The police are investigating. Maybe after news of the shooting is released tomorrow, we’ll get some tips that will give us a clue.”


More pieces fell into place. “So that’s the media-fest you were referring to that you managed to hold off until tomorrow. The networks and newspapers will be getting word of the assault.”


“Right. And that’s all they’re getting word of. You, your relationship to Carson—that information was given only to the police and Carson’s surgeon. So you can cross slander off your list, too. Although, to be frank, having Carson Brooks for a father is something to be proud of, not to renounce. Still, your relationship won’t be made public. We’ll try to keep it quiet as long as we can.”


“Thank you—I think.” Sabrina’s head was swimming. “I’m not sure what to say.” A guarded look. “Will he be all right?”


“He’s in pretty bad shape.”


“I’m sorry to hear that. But I’m also confused. Where do I fit into all this? You worked round-the-clock to find me, not to mention going out on a limb that could have cost you your law license. Why? I doubt it was to prepare me for an eventual news leak. So what is it you want?”


From the expression on Dylan Newport’s face, Sabrina knew they’d reached the moment of truth.


“Besides his internal injuries, Carson’s kidneys have shut down,” he informed her. “He’s on dialysis. A transplant is a real possibility. It’s crucial that we find a donor match. The odds of that happening are best when the donor and the recipient are blood relations. Which you two are. In fact, you’re Carson’s only blood relative. So you see, Sabrina, I’m here for more than your sympathy. I’m here for your cooperation. You have to be tissue-typed. My records show that you and Carson have the same O-positive blood, but you’ll need to take a confirming blood test. The next step would be—”


“Stop.” Sabrina was on her feet, reality punching her in the gut. “You came up here to get me to volunteer one of my organs to…to…”


“To your biological father, yes.” Dylan rose, too. He looked concerned, but not contrite. “I realize this is a lot to absorb, not to mention being a huge sacrifice.”


“A sacrifice?” Sabrina repeated. “I don’t know this man. I never met him. He was faceless, nameless…” She broke off, reason telling her she had to be sure. “You obviously brought proof that he’s my father. Show it to me.”


Dylan held up the file, then placed it carefully on the glass table behind him. “Everything is in here. Read it. I’ll go grab some dinner and give you a few hours alone. We’ll talk later—say, eleven o’clock?”


Sabrina’s head was spinning. “You’re staying in the area?”


“Until tomorrow. Then I’m flying back. I’m hoping you’ll decide to come, too—not only to get tissue-typed, but to meet your father. Think about it, Sabrina. I know this is a shock. But you’ll get past it. Carson Brooks is a brilliant, vital man. You could save him from a life that, to him, would be no life at all.”


With a final penetrating stare, Dylan headed toward the door.


“Wait.” Sabrina stopped him in his tracks. “Eleven is too soon. I need more time.”


He turned back. “You want to speak with your mother.” It was a statement, not a question.


“Yes. And not on the phone. In person.”


“In person?” He frowned, giving her another of those hard, assessing looks. “You’re driving to Rockport?”


“That’s where she lives,” Sabrina returned tersely. She didn’t bother questioning how he knew where her mother’s home was. His background check had been thorough. He’d known her mother was from Beacon Hill and what she did professionally. Why wouldn’t he know the rest? “I’ve got to see her right away. The reasons should be obvious.”


“They are. But Rockport’s an hour and a half away. Are you sure you’re up to driving? It’s late. And you’re upset.”


“I’m fine.”


He didn’t press the point. “You’ll spend the night there.”


“Probably. Maybe. I’m not sure.” Sabrina wished he’d go away and let her think. “My mother’s been in Manhattan on business all week. Her plane landed at Logan around seven. I doubt she got home before eight, and that’s if the plane landed on time. She’s bound to be exhausted. And this news…” Sabrina drew a shaky breath. “It’s bound to throw her. So I can’t give you an exact time as to when I’ll be back. You’ll just have to be patient.”


“Fair enough. I’ll get a hotel room. I’ll call your assistant with the telephone number when I have it.”


“You can stay here at the Center,” Sabrina offered tonelessly. “We have more than enough room.” She walked over to the glass table, tore off a Post-it, and scribbled something down. “Give this to the receptionist. She’ll take care of the arrangements.” She handed him the Post-it. “Whatever my decision, I’ll get it to you tomorrow.”


“Fine.” He cleared his throat. “If it makes any difference, for weeks now Carson’s been wrestling with the idea of conducting an investigation to learn whether or not he has a child. He didn’t intend to intrude on your life. He just wanted to know. It was on his mind the night he was shot. I rode with him in the ambulance. He was fully aware he might not make it. He asked one thing of me: to find you—if you existed. I planned on doing that, even if this kidney crisis hadn’t come up. The difference is, you would never have had to know about it. I’m truly sorry for dumping all this on you. But I’m sorrier for Carson.” He pulled open the door. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”


 


Sabrina sat alone in the office for a long time, reading through the file and thinking.


Then, she reached for the phone.
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 8:25 P.M.


 Rockport, Massachusetts



Gloria Radcliffe loved her home. The two-hundred-year-old Cape was small and charming and, even with its view of the ocean, far more modest than her current income reflected. But it was the first thing she’d bought with her own money—almost three decades ago—and it was the place she’d brought her infant daughter home to raise right after she was born.


Her parents had been incensed. Then again, they often were when it came to her decisions. Rockport had been a poky town back then, a far cry from Beacon Hill. A beach community of clam chowder joints, bed-and-breakfasts, and would-be artists, it was exactly where she wanted to live.


It still was. She’d done some of her best sketches here, and that was the case to this very day. Even a week in the Big Apple, with all its glamour and excitement, couldn’t detract from the simple joys of being home.


That was especially true this time. Her excursion to New York had been more draining than she’d expected.


She shut the door behind her, gazing around appreciatively, savoring the soft cream and taupe furnishings, and the gleaming hardwood floors. She carried her two pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage into the master bedroom, then headed for the kitchen, opting for a quick bite to eat and a hot bath before she unpacked.


Forty minutes later, she padded out of the bathroom, tying the belt of her silk dressing robe. She sat down at the dressing table, ready to begin her ritualistic beauty regimen.


Her make-up-free reflection looked back at her. She was fortunate, and she knew it. Mother Nature had been kind to her. She’d aged well. The general consensus was that she looked forty-five rather than sixty-one, thanks to a naturally slim figure, skin that hadn’t wrinkled, and hair that—with a little help from Jean-Paul, her genius of a hairstylist—was still a lustrous honey-brown. Her good looks were something she’d once taken for granted and now appreciated fully. Not out of vanity, but out of pragmatism. In the fashion business, aging was a no-no. Being old meant being out of touch with the times and the trends. And that meant being a fashion designer who was passé.


She’d just finished applying her moisturizer when the telephone rang.


Frowning, she glanced at the clock. Nine twenty-five. It was unusual for anyone to be calling this late.


She walked over and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”


“Hi, Mother, it’s me.”


“Sabrina.” Was it her imagination or did her daughter sound strained? “Is everything okay?”


“I know it’s late,” Sabrina replied, evading the question. “You probably just got in from the airport. But I have to talk to you.”


No, it definitely was not her imagination.


Gloria’s grip on the receiver tightened. “Of course. What is it?”


A long sigh. “Would it be all right if I drove out there?”


“Tonight?”


“Yes. I realize you’re probably on your way to bed, but it’s important.”


This was totally unlike Sabrina. She wasn’t the dramatic type. Yet her voice sounded unnaturally high and out of sorts. “Sabrina, are you ill?”


“No, nothing like that. I just got hit with some news that threw me. It affects both of us. I really need to discuss it with you, right away. Apparently, time is of the essence.”


There was no point in playing guessing games. The sooner Sabrina got here, the better. “Fine. Are you leaving now?”


“Yes. I’ll be there before eleven.”


 


 10:48 P.M.


Sabrina turned onto the cobblestone driveway, the headlights of her Lexus RX300 illuminating her mother’s front lawn. She threw the gear shift into park and turned off the ignition, resting her forehead against the steering wheel for one weary moment.


The long drive hadn’t helped. She was still just as unsettled as she’d been when Dylan Newport left her, maybe more so, since analyzing the situation had forced her to confront the numerous painful consequences that might arise.


Consequences that would vastly impact her mother, send ripples through every facet of her life, both personal and professional.


She could just see the headlines now: High-profile CEO Carson Brooks revealed to be biological father of Sabrina Radcliffe, youngest member of the rich, socialite Radcliffe family.


And once the tabloids got hold of it, they’d exploit the juicy tidbit to death. The result would be a media extravaganza with the Radcliffes smack in the middle of it. So much for Gloria’s privacy, her carefully sculpted way of life. As for Sabrina’s grandparents—what a nightmare that would be. The whole topic of how she’d been conceived was considered taboo in their book. Not only wasn’t it discussed, it was deemed as having never happened. After their unsuccessful attempts to dissuade Gloria from going through with the donor insemination, they’d dealt with it through denial, never touching on the subject of Sabrina’s father, wordlessly designating the subject as taboo among their friends and colleagues. And given how much influence Abigail and Charles Radcliffe wielded in the Boston country club set, they had no trouble getting anyone who was anyone to take the hint.
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