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	This book is dedicated

	to my fans worldwide.

	Your continued support has been

	such a blessing in my life!

	We come now to the end

	of the series and I hope you have

	enjoyed the ride. I also hope

	that as you traversed this journey,

	you discovered that revenge,

	although a normal human

	response to mental and

	physical anguish, carries

	heavy consequences.
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	Let the games begin

	Prologue

	 

	 

	The large room was cloaked in early morning silence and darker than the grave. My feet inched across the hardwood, mindful of the oozing blood so I wouldn’t slip and fall or leave any bloodied footprints. The smell of fresh gunpowder lingered in the air, making my nose twitch from the sulfuric fumes. Or maybe it was the infernal hair from that nasty feline I knew was around somewhere, hopefully suffering a heart attack after the gunfire. The crazy woman never went anywhere without the furry fleabag.

	The path to the bedroom where Audra was sleeping would have taken me several minutes to traverse in the blackness, but since her protectors were down for the count, I felt comfortable turning on my flashlight. Before I took another step, I reached down and jerked the cell phone from Steve’s bleeding hand and disassembled it, then paused before I scattered the pieces throughout the living room. I didn’t want any more noise out of the ordinary to wake Sleeping Beauty before I was ready, so I tossed the mangled mess on the couch without making a peep. You are worried about the clanking of plastic after unloading that hand-cannon? Seriously?

	Wicked laughter hung in the back of my throat while I padded with soft steps down the hallway. The irony of my subconscious forcing me to creep around like a ghost after I woke the dead with the .45 moments before didn’t escape me.

	I kept my breath steady while I crouched low and hugged the wall, the faint beam from my hand-held light showing me the way. In the back of my mind, I wondered how I was staying so calm, why my hands were steady, and why my heart wasn’t pounding with excitement. I had just killed and was about to kill again, so why wasn’t my body responding with trepidation or fear?

	Oh yeah, because I was enjoying the hell out of this.

	The bedroom door was ajar and the silvery moon’s tendrils bathed the room in a strange, eerie glow. I stood erect and pushed the door open just enough for me to squeeze through, cringing when the metal hinges creaked in protest. Audra let out a small groan and repositioned herself on the bed but didn’t wake up. After turning off the flashlight, I eased across the floor, like a cat stalking its prey. You hate cats yet you just compared yourself to one! Now that is classic!

	Her face was a sea of serenity, her breathing rhythmic and slow. Cascading locks of her blonde hair floated around her head, splaying across the silk pillowcase like liquid gold. Her skin, illuminated by the moon’s rays, was almost translucent, her body still recovering from the trauma of taking a bullet. If the bandage on her shoulder and the sling that housed her arm were removed, she really would look like some fairytale princess, awaiting her prince to come and awaken her with a tender kiss.

	Too bad her prince was face down in a pool of crimson liquid in the living room.

	The calm I felt earlier was replaced with seething rage while I stared at my sleeping nemesis. I felt my limbs begin to wobble just as the poison of hate raced through me. The only other time in my life I felt this much intense fury was when I took the last beating from Frank and retaliated. That was an exhilarating high, but for a significantly different reason. Never in a million years would I have thought it possible that I would experience this much wrath again.

	I holstered the gun and reached for the six-inch blade sheathed at my side. Part of me wanted to obliterate her face with a well-placed shot, but that would be too easy, and over too fast. Audra needed to suffer, to be cognizant of who was ending her life. Plus, I wanted to watch and listen to her death throes.

	I raised the knife into the air and admired the sleek metal, relishing the way the moonlight danced across it. Leaning over the side of the bed, I let the cold steel trace the outline of her face, moving it slowly and delicately, like the former caresses of her dead lover. No sound passed across her lips as her head moved to the right, exposing the full contour of her neck. The moon, a hapless maiden and a very exposed jugular vein…it was like a scene from some gothic vampire movie, so I couldn’t pass the moment up.

	“Wake up, Lucy. I want to drain your blood.”

	Audra didn’t flinch, didn’t move a muscle. For some reason, that infuriated me, so I gave her a shot of pain to wake her up. Increasing the pressure on the knife, I slid it down the length of her cheekbone, which was followed by a trail of bright, red blood. Stopping at the midway arc of her neck, I pushed harder, embedding the tip under her skin.

	“I said wake up!”

	Those blue eyes that I hated more than anything in this world flew open. The horror behind them when she recognized my face was almost a palpable entity. Her weakened body, still trying to overcome the aftereffects of the bullet I shot into her days ago, tried to move her out of harm’s way. I clamped my right hand down on her shoulder, and she yelped out in anguish.

	“That’s right! Cry out like the coward you are! Look at me!” I screamed while holding her wriggling torso still.

	Tears streamed from her eyes; her reserves depleted. Resignation to her fate overcame her as her eyes lost their fiery glow. No more time to play games. No cavalry coming to the rescue. She knew it was me who was ending her life, and her pain and fear soothed my own need for revenge, filling up the void that she added to almost exactly one year ago. It was time to make this adjusting journal entry, so I raised the heavy blade high above her, enjoying her quaking dread as her eyes followed it.

	“Time to pay the Piper, bitch,” I said through clenched teeth, and then I buried the knife to the hilt. I felt her hot blood spurt onto my hand and laughed at the warm, sensual feeling that overcame me, almost as though I just finished climaxing after great sex. I closed my eyes and rode the waves of emotions, remembering all the blood from Frank’s body—which had been a lot—but didn’t compare to the tidal wave spewing from Audra’s chest. I wanted to float away in this sea of blood and despair, but a vague light was flashing behind my eyes. My mind’s eye wasn’t looking at Audra’s bleeding corpse anymore—it was showering me with visions of Frank’s exploding carcass. What the hell?

	“Can you hear me?”

	The sound of an unfamiliar female voice sent panic throughout my body. My God, isn’t she dead yet? Shot, stabbed, what else would it take for her to fucking die?

	“Ms. Simmons, are you all right? You were mumbling something about a piper. Do you need some more pain medication?”

	Clearing my throat to give the cobwebs in my head time to scatter, I replied to the overly concerned nurse standing next to my hospital bed. “Water please?”

	“Of course. You must be thirsty; your sheets and nightgown are soaked! Don’t worry,” she said over her shoulder as she went to fill the water pitcher at the sink. “it’s normal to experience nightmares after suffering such a traumatic event. They will pass soon enough.”

	I nodded in response, my fists clenching the sheets with a ferocious grip. It was a nightmare Audra was still alive. But my little dream was beginning to form into a plan. I just needed to hone it to a fine point and execute it before the bitch decided to wake up.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Eric:

	The decision

	Chapter One

	 

	 

	Monday

	 

	The golden sun appeared over the ice-capped mountain peaks, beaming its heat directly through the windows of the sprawling bedroom. It only took moments for the warm rays to make the down comforter that covered Eric and Elaine’s bed an inviting cocoon, sheltering them from the bone-chilling Montana air. Even though it was Monday morning, with no alarm clock set to wake them up, they slept the slumber of the dead. Even Eric’s normal snoring wasn’t present.

	His bride of thirty-five years, Elaine, awoke first to the intense light beckoning to her and she rolled over to stare at her sleeping husband. She snuggled closer to his body. Not only for the body heat exuding from him, but also the mere fact that without her glasses, she couldn’t see more than blurs of color and shapes. A lazy grin graced her face. She enjoyed the quiet serenity of the room, knowing that at any moment, Caitlin or Cara could break the sweet silence with their effervescent enthusiasm of   what are we going to do today, Gran?

	Since the girls were homeschooled, they were basically free to come and go as they pleased on vacations with Elaine and Eric. Their daughter, Mollie, was more than happy to be afforded some joyous bouts of tranquility sans children, so whenever Elaine felt the tension begin to build between her and Eric, she would call Mollie with another learning experience adventure for the twins.

	Their latest excursion found them on the east side Glacier National Park, an entire wing to themselves that included three rooms and a full kitchen at the prestigious Glacier Bay Resort. The brochure that prompted the visit touted numerous perks, but the one that lured Elaine was that the entire back of the suites consisted of floor to ceiling glass. No matter where you were, you were offered a spectacular view of the majestic purple mountains. Elaine had been entranced by the sheer beauty of the locale and awestruck just from the glossy pages. The harmonious communion with nature that beckoned her soul she couldn’t fight, nor the chance to stash her husband away from the lure of outside interests.

	The greatest perk, though, was that it was the off-season, and therefore, the lodge was closed to other visitors. Eric, of course, had connections. When Elaine showed him the brochure and expressed a desire to see the national treasure, within two days they were on a private helicopter owned by one of his friends and landing on the snow-covered helipad at Kalispell.

	Eric was still dead asleep after spending the previous entire day playing outside with the girls. They built snowmen, assembled snow forts, had a hellacious snowball fight, and seemed to stop every five minutes to snap pictures of the breathtaking beauty. Even at ten years old, the twins appreciated the exceptional aura of Glacier and almost seemed to sense the same magical quality that Eric and Elaine felt. Whether it was the cold, crisp mountain air, the pristine wilderness, or simply being retired and not part of the merry-go-round at Winscott, something about Eric was different. He seemed more relaxed and calmer.

	Elaine couldn’t be happier than she was right then, hoping the winter-white tranquility would solidify her crumbling marriage. She tried just about every other exotic locale to rekindle the damp wick of their love life in her attempts to bring her husband’s focus back upon them and not her. All the other vacation choices were full of hot sun, warm sand, and scantily clad hot bodies, which didn’t help her contain Eric’s wandering eyes. Elaine hoped stowing themselves away under the cloak of winter clothes and heavy snow just might be the ticket.

	Elaine decided to let him continue to re-energize before the girls zapped his strength again. Without a sound, she eased out from under the warm covers and crept into the kitchen. She peeked in on the tangled mess of sheets and comforters in the girl's room. Elaine covered her mouth to stifle the laughter at their mangled hat hair from yesterday. When they were still, they truly were little cherub-faced angels, blond locks and pink cheeks galore. But once awake and motors running, they were hell on wheels. Elaine shook her head and padded down the hall to the enormous kitchen. It amazed her at the amount of patience Eric had with the girls, especially when their rapid-fire questions came shooting out.

	The machine spewed out a single cup of liquid perfection in less than a minute. Elaine grabbed the remote control and glanced down the hallway to make sure Eric wasn’t up. Satisfied she had few minutes alone she connected the missing cable to the back of the television. Although she felt a twinge of guilt by deceiving her granddaughters about the broken TV, she felt no remorse for keeping the truth from Eric. She knew for her marriage to survive, Eric needed minimal contact with the outside world. This included televisions, Internet, and cell phone usage. Even after he retired months earlier, Eric couldn’t pull himself away from the news reports, constant emails from Carl and Kevin, and worse, from trying to contact her.

	No, I am not going to think about that rotten Georgia peach-pit, she thought to herself as she curled up in the couch. Focusing on the southern tramp would just make her break out in hives again. This was her marriage, her husband, her life, and some brazened trollop was not going to take it away. Elaine took a sip of the Hazelnut coffee and closed her eyes, forcing her thoughts to the present and not reminiscing on the past. Eric was there with her, which is all that really mattered.

	She hoped the forecast would call for heavy snow. Eric needed to rest his tired body, especially his knees. She could tell from his pronounced limp yesterday that his old injury was really bothering him. After Caitlin’s last sneak attack, when she jumped up and tried to grab him around the neck, Elaine saw him wince in pain. She intervened and insisted it was too cold outside for any more activity, then ushered the girls inside to help prepare dinner.

	She made sure the volume was turned down to mute while she searched the channels for the weather report. Her heart beat a little faster than normal while her eyes bounced from the screen to the hallway, afraid she would be caught at any moment. She snickered like a little girl. She was doing everything she could to save her tenuous marriage. Her plan included stooping to the levels of hiding the television connector and the cable used to connect to their laptops. Elaine wanted to keep her husband in a state of oblivion about the goings-on of the outside world when. She didn't miss the irony, since he was the cheater.

	The screens whizzed by in a blur until the words Breaking News stopped her. Elaine wondered what tragic event just occurred in the world. It would probably make her cringe and change the channel, but her curiosity won out.

	The wind left her lungs in a huge huff, like someone had just kicked her in the stomach. It was accompanied by a wave of dizziness when she recognized the names and faces looming on the screen. Shock overrode her sense of stealth, and without thinking, she turned the volume up to listen. She winced when she saw the familiar face of the local reporter from Channel 6. She was reporting on the national news of the mysterious death of Olin, along with the deaths of Piper and Kevin. Elaine sucked in a ragged breath that coincided with a drink of coffee. She sputtered and coughed out loud.

	Elaine failed to hear or see Eric come down the hall. She was too busy choking. She spilled the hot liquid all over her thick robe, and onto the beautiful white rug under her feet. She leaned over to set the half-empty mug on the coffee table when she felt a presence behind her. She hoped it was one of the twins. It would be a lot easier to explain the sudden resurrection of the television to them. When she realized it was Eric, she cringed, expecting a verbal tirade. 

	Elaine expected to see the angry, red-faced man who could cuss a sailor to shame. Instead, Eric stood still, his face so pale it looked like a ghost just wandered through the halls of his mind. He didn’t yell, didn’t pose a question, and didn’t even acknowledge Elaine. An overwhelming sense of fear coursed through her, and she turned her head to follow his gaze to the screen. Elaine tried to hide her spinning thoughts. She watched her husband’s frame shake when Nicole’s name flashed across the screen.

	“Eric, baby, I was just going to come get you before I choked on my coffee. Look, I got the television working this morning. Aren’t you proud of me?”

	She realized that he wasn’t going to answer anytime soon when she saw Nicole's name and picture splashed all over the screen. She swallowed the hard knot in her throat and turned her face back to Eric. Elaine prayed in silence for this all to be a dream.

	Eric’s eyes were glazed over in shock, his mouth slightly ajar. His emotions were like ticker tape on his forehead, displaying grief, anger and fear. But the one emotion Elaine hoped she would never see again when attached to her was boldly emblazoned on it, flashing like a neon sign.

	Love.

	The newscast ended and Eric remained frozen behind the couch. He seemed unable to move while he processed the myriad of thoughts racing through his head. Elaine rose from her spot on the couch and came up beside him. Her hand shook as she reached out to touch his shoulder. He stiffened and finally looked at her, his crystal blue eyes ablaze with fury. His words were cold, calculated.

	“Tell the girls I’m sorry, but they’ll have to enjoy the snow without me. I’m heading back to Phoenix. Alone.”

	And just like that, Elaine knew her marriage was over.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Nick's musings

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Tuesday

	 

	“Good morning, Mr. Rancliff. You’re awake early this fine Tuesday morning!”

	The effervescent Florence Nightingale chirped away while she checked my I.V. drip. Her bubbly personality was in a fierce competition with her thousand-watt smile for my attention. Leaning over the bed, she checked my bandages. Her hair smelled like fragrant lilacs. Her gentle fingers, while strong, were smooth and faintly scented like spring. Everything about her screamed comfort and kindness. But the happiest thought I could bring forth was the image of me knocking the vibrant smile off her face with my cast-encrusted arm.

	“Looks like someone’s in need of some pain relief,” she said, mistaking the irritation on my face for pain.

	“No, I’m good. What I want is some peace and quiet,” I snarled.

	Oblivious to my rude response, she continued to flit about the room. She was like a little fairy hopped up on steroids. She chattered away about how quick I was healing, and that the doctor would be in around nine. I tuned her mindless banter out and forced my lips to remain closed. I wanted to scream like a wild banshee at her to get out. I grit my teeth too hard, which caused my jaw to pop. I yelped in pain.

	“Oh, Mr. Rancliff. See, I knew you were hurting. Now, quit trying to be a stoic male and let me do my job.”

	Before I could concentrate on forming words that were more than four letters, she began pushing the pain meds through my I.V.

	“There now, you’ll feel much better in a few minutes. Here,” she said, pushing the on button to the television after she placed the remote in my hand. “Just focus on the noise for a few moments and then poof, you’ll be snoozing.”

	I snapped, “Get out!”

	Her chipper mood, which I suspected had been just a greatly acted facade, disappeared at my raised voice, her eyes narrowing while she curtly nodded her head and fled my room, dangerously close to running.

	Thank God.

	The last thing I wanted was company, especially if that company brought me some drug that would force me to sleep. I preferred being awake and in pain. I could focus my attention to the numerous aches, which would be welcome reprieve from the gut-wrenching nightmares brought on from the drugs. Piper’s face hounded my dreams, filling my head with her screams of pain and agony. Her raspy voice taunted me with Where were you, Nick? Why didn’t you save me sooner? Liar, liar, liar….

	How did drug addicts cope with the loss of control over their bodies and minds? It was completely beyond me and something I wanted no part of. I wanted to be awake and sober so I could bury those thoughts right next to Olin’s rotting carcass.

	I fought hard to block the effects of the medication from sending me to la-la land. I forced my attention to the television set in the corner. It took me a few seconds to grab the remote and figure out which button controlled the volume and channels. I managed to turn the sound up. I needed to find a show to hold my attention rather, than aide in lulling me to sleep.

	Lucky me, I found the news. Every single major station blared the same story. It was all about the turn of events surrounding the circumstances of the rise and fall of Olin Kemper, and the mighty downfall of Winscott & Associates. Like the proverbial moth, I was drawn to the screen. I watched, my swollen, sore face unable to stop the grin spreading across it. Yeah, I did that.

	The drugs began to kick in. My skin crawled with little shards of light pinpricks. The break in my mind happened next, that interim feeling of total openness while the drugs soaked their ways through each neuron. It opened a hole in the walls of true emotions I kept at bay while awake. The newscaster’s voice faded, replaced by the bittersweet sounds of Piper’s laughter. It danced around inside my mind, followed by the muffled wails of Olin’s dying screams from the grave.

	My eyelids were heavy, and I didn’t seem to have the muscle coordination or control to keep them open. My body melded into the hospital bed, and I heard the voice of Olin pierce the haze, his voice gravelly and low.

	“You are no better than me.”

	Yes, as an attorney who broke every rule I was bound to uphold, I should be conflicted with remorse. I should feel some sense of moral reprehension for what I did to him, but as it turned out, I didn’t. He was a maniac—a social leech who sucked the life out of everything and everyone he touched. A murderous fiend who stopped at nothing to get what he wanted. One who crossed the line in my world by destroying my Piper.

	“Olin, you bastard, I'm much better than you! I didn’t kill a victim; I slew a monster—you.” I laughed at that, not sure if I spoke the words out loud or not. I hoped I didn’t, because Nurse Goodie-Goodie might still be lurking about. If she overheard my opiate-derived ramblings, she would freak out. That would really make her run, straight to the nearest cop with some very scathing news about her patient.

	The drugs were working their magic, opening my mind to a collage of images and painful truths. I couldn’t feel the broken bones and bruises any longer. All that remained was the heaviness sitting atop my chest. No prescription medication would ever remove it. Tears pooled up in my eyes and dripped down onto the rough pillow. Piper’s demented eyes stared back at me in my mind, piercing through the medically induced fog. I felt her stare of agony and shock burn through me when the next image came forth—the day she caught me with my assistant. My God, I think the crack in her psyche formed that day. Her descent into dementia I started. Olin just kicked her over the edge into the dark abyss of sheer madness.

	It seemed fitting that since I was the one who opened the door to her lunacy, I at least offered a bit of payback to the one who turned her into a monster.

	My last conscious thoughts were strange. The knowledge I killed someone lingered, yet an odd mix of pride and satisfaction hit me. I knew I should feel some guilt over the injuries sustained by the poor cop who was driving, and the fact that Roger was dead, but I didn’t. When I inquired earlier to the nursing staff about the officer, I was informed he was recovering well from his concussion and broken nose. Knowing he would be released soon from the hospital, and back at work in no time, eased some of my minimal guilt.

	What happened to them was not part of my original plan with Trevor and Frankie; it just worked out that way. The cop’s wounds would heal. Roger was just collateral damage. He was a pompous ass anyway, so would the world really be any worse off with one less lawyer?

	Oh shit, did thinking that way just put me into Olin’s category of a murdering monster? No, no, what I did was for love. It wasn't for hate, anger, or whatever screwed-up reason the demented bastard came up with inside his evil head. This was a war. I didn’t start the battle, but I sure as hell finished the skirmish. And in war, aren’t there always casualties?

	The cosmos would forgive me, wouldn’t it? After all, I restored some balance to it by removing a cancer, didn’t I?

	God, I hoped so.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Nicole:

	Caught in a trap

	Chapter Three

	 

	 

	I needed my phone. For the first time in years, it wasn’t right by my side. My trusted friend that never failed me (except when the battery conked out) was my lifeline to the outside world. It was no longer there for me to reach out and solve my problems with the touch of a button. The panic inside me rose.

	Relying upon it for everything was not such a great idea, since I couldn’t remember any phone numbers or contacts. I recalled cringing on the inside when Kevin smashed it to smithereens at Audra’s house. The look on his face so triumphant, thinking he had won.

	Stupid jerk! Bet he didn’t like having his brains bashed in. Too bad I didn’t get to properly thank him for plotting to kill me. Well, who won that battle, you wimpy bastard?

	My feet hurt from all the pacing back and forth on the hard tile floor. I needed to come up with a plausible plan to get into Audra’s room, alone, so I could finish what I started. Damn, I used to be a better shot!

	When she coded Monday morning, I had high hopes her life was over. They were soon crushed when the paddles worked and yanked her meager frame back from death’s door. It was kind of fun watching her body jolt from the bed when the doctors juiced her up. For such a miniscule mite, the girl was like fucking herpes: nothing could kill her. Maybe I needed a flamethrower or battery acid. Perhaps a nuclear warhead.

	“Ms. Simmons, I have your release forms ready so we can get you out of here.”

	I was still standing by the window looking out into the teeming streets of Summerset when the voice behind me brought me out of my panicked planning phase. It was the same nurse who woke me up from the wonderful dream of retribution earlier. Oh great, another visit from one of the idiotic staff members who wasn’t qualified to work outside of a janitorial supply store. Conversing with the morons was enough to lower IQ levels.

	“Just set them on my stand if you don’t mind dear. I’ll get to them after I finish praying for Audra’s speedy recovery.” Wow, one more whopper like that and I’ll spontaneously self-destruct!

	Falling for the faked concern in my voice, she nodded her head in silent agreement. Her shoes made a strange squish squash, squish squash noise as she stepped into the room and set the forms down. I must have really sold my act. She turned and with quick strides, left the room, closing the door behind her. A smile lurked around the edge of my mouth. A few words elongated in a sweet, southern drawl made things so much simpler in life.

	I walked back over to the edge of the bed and sat down, examining my bandages. The backwoods doctor did a decent job of closing the wounds on my legs and my arms, but I knew the deep gashes were going to leave some nasty scars. The knot on the back of my head from Kevin’s fist still hurt like hell. The injury would heal, but the scars would be a daily reminder that I should have listened to my father’s warnings from long ago. It was a huge mistake to trust others to perform a task I was more than capable of handling.

	I stood and began pacing again. There were so many things to think about! First and foremost, I had to get out of this room and this town. I needed to be at home where I could think with a clear head. No purse, no money, no phone, and no car were not adding up to anything positive. Being so close to the woman I detested with ferocity clouded my ability to think clearly. When I watched her convulse like a fish flopping on a riverbank on Monday, I wanted to run in and choke her with my own hands. Snuff the light from her eyes forever. It took some fast talking and fake tears to convince Steve my ire stemmed from what Piper did to her. The unfairness of what the poor dear had suffered from at the hands of such evil people.

	What a colossal joke.

	Nope, Piper and Kevin’s mammoth screw up is what caused my blood to boil. I was also a bit peeved at myself. I'd been fooled into thinking Audra and I were meeting with Jeannette Lancaster. I let the lure of that cash cow cloud my thoughts, which was a mistake I would kick myself over for a very long time. My diligent monitoring of their plans led me to believe Kevin was supposed to snatch Audra around 10:00 p.m. that night, after her meeting with Jeanette. I made sure her car was disabled so she’d be trapped, a waiting mouse in the con. I would have been just like everyone else who heard the tragic news of the death of poor Audra. Then, when I was ready, fake my own death as I had planned all along. 

	All the preparations were already in place, I just needed to execute them. My plane ticket, purchased weeks before, was scheduled to depart on Thursday. Now, I doubted I could use it.

	At first, I gave serious thought to offing the bitch myself. Audra ruined the plans I had brewing for Olin, Eric, and the firm. But she publicly humiliated me, at least in front of my coworkers. No one insults me like and gets away with it. Period.

	Audra thought, through careful acting on my part, I was shocked by Eric’s betrayal with the red-headed vixen. Truth was, I already knew. I found out quite by accident months ago. One night, I neglected to bring my laptop to our little love nest. It forced me to use Eric’s to finish up a report I was working on while he slept. The closing papers on the condo came through late that night. It was just by sheer accident I happened to have his email open. 

	When I read it, I didn’t think too much about it. Eric was constantly buying and selling property. But the email was followed moments later with another one from Rachel the Redhead. My gut told me to click on it, and so I did. It rambled on about how excited she was, what she would do to him the next time they met, etc. I sat there in the quiet darkness of our little apartment and felt something snap inside of me.

	I decided then I would take matters into my own hands. Destroy the two men who hurt me almost as much as my first husband. My plan was twofold: ruin Eric’s reputation with the other partners and expose Olin for the callous Neanderthal he was. I sat in the darkened room and stewed about how I would bring the thoughts to fruition, finally deciding to use Eric’s computer against him. I may have loved him, but there are limits to love, and he surpassed them. I swore an oath to myself in my past life no man would ever take advantage of me again, and I meant it.

	Eric was one of the most astute accountants I'd ever encountered but was close to an idiot when it came to technology. He could send an email and use basic programs. On an occasion, he used his Blackberry for more than just a phone. But he was basically clueless when it came to other things. So, I simply typed an email to CNN and ABC news, containing just enough information for them to investigate and run a story on the Sprigg merger issues. I set it to automatically be sent at a predetermined time, then hid the draft in a folder on Outlook. I counted on the fact Eric would never check it, and my gamble paid off. 

	Sure enough, at the appointed time, the email was sent. I was a nervous wreck. I worried whether I would be able to pull off the acting chops to portray my shock and dismay. Shock at Olin’s stupid business decisions and confusion as to who tipped off the press. I knew the SEC would make Olin step down as managing partner and hoped Robert's head was on the chopping block as well. Once they were ousted, I would produce a copy of the email sent from Eric’s computer to the remaining partners, including Eric. I would agree to keep quiet, in exchange for taking over the firm. It would have worked, too, had that whiny little bitch not ruined it all.

	The night I overheard Kevin on the phone at the dive bar downtown, I had been drinking heavily, mulling over which diabolical and painful way I would dispose of the Warrior of Winscott. My God, the first time the press bestowed the title on the spiteful wench, I thought I would vomit until the cows came home.

	All my assets were liquidated into cash. Plenty of foreign bank accounts had been opened around the world, just waiting for me to live my life under my real name. After the wretched day in the conference room, I planned on disposing of Nicole Simmons forever killing Audra. But, when I overheard Kevin’s plans, I decided I would let him take the fall for her death, then deal with whomever he was talking to later.

	When I discovered who the person on the other end of the line was, things got hairy. There was a part of their plan I didn’t like. The final part ended with my death, and Kevin then taking control of Winscott. 

	I wanted Winscott. 

	Hell, I brought in more revenue on my own than the rest of the bastards. I deserved it. But the more I thought about it, the less I liked the idea of figuring out a plausible way to kill both Piper and Kevin so I could keep my spot at the helm. 

	Relying upon the legal system to bring justice to Kevin and Piper was a risk I wasn’t willing to take. I had enough evidence linking the two of them to numerous deaths, but what if they made bail and came after me? I would be forced to take matters into my own hands. Killing Kevin didn’t seem like too much of a difficult task to pull off, but Piper? That was a different story. She was a certifiable loon, and someone I didn’t want to mess with. It wasn’t that I was afraid of her, but rather, her instability might be difficult to work around. 

	So, I formed a new plan.

	A plan that ended with Audra dead and the body of Nicole Simmons never found. It would be assumed I was just another victim in the twisted game started by Piper and Kevin. Once I decided that was the route I would follow, it was just a simple matter of picking what country I would end up living in. Hell, it isn’t like I didn’t have experience with disappearing and starting my life anew. The last forty-three years of my existence had been one gigantic lie.

	I realized I was chewing away on the ragged edge of my fingernail when the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. It was a nervous habit I abhorred and did subconsciously when I was about to flip my lid. I needed to figure out my next move. Lingering in the infernal hospital room, waiting to see if the bitch woke up and started talking, was not the best option for me. Every fiber of my being wanted Audra in the grave. I yearned for her death to be from my eager hands. But each moment I remained here closed the door to my freedom a bit more. The sense of being a trapped animal did not bode well with my soul.

	I stopped pacing. I looked at my horrific reflection in the small mirror over the sink near the bathroom door. Full clarity set in and right then, I made the decision. I would disappear and assume the life, and the name, of who I really was. Once things died down, and if the bitch ever did wake up and remember I was the one who blew a hole in her side, then would I come back and finish the job. Silence her rude tongue forever, then disappear once again. 

	I had to leave. At any moment, the cops would show up, asking me to give a more detailed statement of the events of two nights ago. I wasn’t mentally prepared to handle an interrogation. Accounting and numbers were my game, yet I knew enough about forensics to understand that if they really decided to investigate what happened, the truth would come out. Risking that to snuff Audra’s life out wasn’t worth it, at least not in the foreseeable future. My lips curved into a wicked smile at my pallid reflection. I thought about what Scarlett O’Hara said: After all, tomorrow is another day.

	Trudging back to the bed, I scribbled my name on the release papers. I leaned over and rifled through the drawers, hoping I would find a phone book. I needed to call a cab. My frustration grew when I realized the drawers were empty. How in the hell did people in this dreadful town function? Was it so small everyone knew all the numbers?

	Perhaps the nurse’s station had one, so I decided to go ask and to give them the signed discharge papers. Stepping out into the hall, I walked over to the nearest body. “Excuse me, nurse. I hate to interrupt you, but here are my release papers.”

	The same idiot with the IQ of a banana peel smiled up at me from behind her desk. “Thank you, Ms. Simmons, but you didn’t have to bring them out here to me. You could have just buzzed me. I would’ve come got them for you. Are you feeling better? You still look quite pale.”

	I swallowed the vile comments I wanted to say before they erupted out of me. “Yes, I am feeling much better now; thank you for inquiring. I’m in a bit of a pickle though, and wonder if you could help me?”

	“Well, of course I’ll try. What may I get you?”

	“I need to call a cab to take me home please. My cell phone didn’t survive the, um, attack, and I’m just lost without all my contacts. Also, could you please tell me where my clothes are? Leaving the hospital in this outfit just doesn’t seem like such a great idea.” I motioned to the cotton rag functioning as covering.

	“Oh, Ms. Simmons, we don’t have a cab service here in Summerset.”

	Of course they didn’t. Why did I even entertain the notion they would?

	Nurse Dumbass continued. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but my friend, Sherry, well she’s a nurse in the ER. She was working the night you and the others arrived. She told me when I came on shift to relieve her the detectives bagged and tagged your clothes in the emergency room. So, that’s why you can’t find them. We all kinda felt bad for you, so we took the liberty of getting you some new ones. I was just waiting until you were ready to leave to bring them to you. I hope they fit. We guessed you are about a size six.”

	She smiled, her goofy grin exposing small teeth and enormous gums. She handed me a Walmart sack full of clothes. I wanted to smack her in the head with the plastic bag for the insult. Apparently, I was pale and fat. Stupid bitch.

	Oh great, this just tops my day off!

	“How very kind of you, thinking of me like that. This solves one problem, but I still need to figure a way to get home. But don’t you worry, I’m a resourceful gal.” I turned away before I blew my fuse. “I’ll find my way home.”

	She mumbled a response, but I wasn’t listening. I closed the door to my room and hurled the sack of clothes across it, wishing I could scream aloud at the same time. My God, this day just was chock full of happy surprises. Haute Couture from the local Walmart. Yippee!

	Since I was not only missing my cell phone but also my purse, it meant I had no way of getting into my house either. God only knows what happened to my treasured belongings. Some bumbling cop in Phoenix probably misplaced them in the evidence locker and I would never see them again. Shame, that was my favorite bag too. Then I remembered I had a spare key. There was one number I knew by heart, so I dialed it. Though it was the last place I wanted to call, it meant I could retrieve my spare key. The line was answered after two rings.

	“Winscott & Associates, how may I direct your call?”

	“Carl Denton, please.” I hoped the ditzy receptionist wouldn’t recognize my voice.

	“Ms. Simmons, is that you?”

	I let my breath out in a huff. “Yes, Denise, it is. I'm pressed for time, so connect me to Carl please.”

	“Oh, my goodness! I’m so glad to hear your voice and to know you’re all right. We’ve been so worried…”

	“Denise! What part of pressed for time didn’t you understand? I’m fine. Connect me, now.”

	“Yes, Ms. Simmons. Right away.”

	Her tone sounded as though my harsh words wounded her feelings, but I didn’t care. A few seconds later, Carl’s voice came on the line. I listened to him drone on and on about the tragic events of the last three days. When he inquired, for the third time, about the comatose bitch, I was done.

	“Listen Carl, I need to get out of here. This town doesn’t even have a taxi service! Would you please send a cab to the hospital to pick me up? I need to get my spare house key from my office. I will pay you back once I get home.”

	“Say no more, Nicole. I’ll you do you one better and send someone from the office to come get you. No sense in riding in some filthy cab. Besides, you have been through a horrendous ordeal and don’t need some nosy stranger asking you a lot of questions on the long ride back. Don’t worry; I will have someone up there before you know it.”

	“Thanks, Carl. I appreciate that. It has been such a nightmare. Poor Audra. I just don’t know if she is going to make it or not. The girl has been through so much already.”

	“If anyone can pull through, she can. I’ve never met a tougher woman. Besides, all the country seems to be praying for her now—at least from what I’ve seen on the news. She’s sort of a phenomenon.”

	I wanted to hurl the phone across the room. Instead, I forced my voice to remain calm. “Yes, she’s a remarkable woman. If it weren’t for her, I'd be dead. I owe her my life.”

	“I'd hate to be in your shoes, trying to figure out how to repay her!” Carl replied, trying to lighten the intense mood with a sprinkle of humor.

	“Oh, believe me, Carl, I've been thinking of nothing but appropriate ways to repay her for the last two days.”
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