
        
            [image: image]

        

    
Lucky Like Us

Book Two: The Hunted Series
JENNIFER RYAN

[image: image]


Dedication


For my best friend and husband, Steve.


I’m lucky to have you.
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Chapter One

A WISP OF smoke rose from the barrel of his gun. The smell of gunpowder filled the air. Face raised to the night sky, eyes closed, he sucked in a deep breath and let it out slow, enjoying the moment. Adrenaline coursed through his veins with a thrill that left a tingle in his skin. His heart pounded and he felt more alive than he ever remembered feeling in his normal life.

Slowly, he lowered his head to the bloody body lying sprawled on the dirty pavement at his feet. The Silver Fox strikes again. The smile spread across his face. He loved the nickname the press had dubbed him after the police spoke of the elusive killer who had staged eight deaths. Who knew how many more? He did. He remembered every one of them in minute detail.

He kicked the dead guy in the ribs. Son of a bitch almost ruined everything, but you didn’t get to be in his position by leaving the details of a partnership to chance. They had a deal, but the idiot had gotten greedy, making him sloppy. He’d set up a meeting for tonight for a new hit, but hadn’t done the proper background investigation. His death was a direct result of his stupidity.

“You set me up with a cop!” he yelled at the corpse.

He dragged the body by the foot into the steel container, heedless of the man’s face scraping across the rough road. He dropped the guy’s leg. The loud thud echoed through the cavernous interior. He locked the door and walked through the deserted shipyard, indifferent.

Maybe he’d let his fury get the best of him, but anything, or anyone, who threatened to expose him or end his most enjoyable hobby needed to be eliminated. He had too much to lose, and he never lost.

Only one more loose end to tie up.


Chapter Two

San Francisco

Thursday, 9:11 P.M.

LITTLE DEVILS STOMPED up Sam’s spine, telling him trouble was on the way. He rolled his shoulders to erase the eerie feeling, but it didn’t work—never did. Something was wrong and he’d learned to trust his instincts. They’d saved his hide more than once.

Sam and his fellow FBI partner, Special Agent Tyler Reed, sat in their dark car watching the entrance to Ray’s Rock House. Every time someone opened the front door, the blare of music poured out into the otherwise quiet street. Sam’s contact hadn’t arrived yet, but that’s what happened when you relied on the less reputable people of society.

“I’ve got a weird vibe about this,” Sam said, breaking the silence. “Watch the front and alley entrance after I go in.”

Tyler never took his eyes off the door and the people coming and going. “I’ve got your back, but I still think we need more agents on this. What’s with you lately? Ever since your brother got married and had a family, you’ve been on edge, taking one dangerous case after another.”

Sam remembered the way his brother looked at his wife and the jealousy that had bubbled up in his gut, taking him by surprise. Jenna was everything to Jack, and being identical twins, it was easy for Sam to put himself in Jack’s shoes. All he had to do was look at Jack, Jenna, and their twin boys to see what it would be like if he found someone to share his life.

Sam had helped Jenna get rid of her abusive ex-husband, who kidnapped her a couple years ago. Before Jack had come into her life, she’d been alone, hiding from her ex, simply existing, she’d said. Very much like him.

At thirty-six, he had no kids, no wife, no home of his own, and a job where burnout could get him killed. The last woman he’d dated—a copy of all the rest—couldn’t stand the hours he worked, the way he sometimes had to dress to go undercover, the fact he disappeared at the drop of a hat for days on end. His job consumed his life, leaving nothing left for him to give to a woman daring enough to catch his attention for more than a few days.

“Sam. I’m talking to you, man.” Tyler’s voice intruded on his wandering thoughts.

Preoccupied, dangerous in his line of work, Sam focused on the here and now. “What? Sorry, I was thinking about that visit with my family. My sister-in-law gave me some advice.”

“Did she tell you to get laid and keep your mind on the job?”

Sam sent a dangerous glare Tyler’s way that intimidated most people. Tyler, however, ignored the look, completely unfazed. It would take a hell of a lot more to rile an ex-Special Ops guy like his partner.

“She told me to get a life before I didn’t have one left.”

“Take that advice. Stop working like a maniac. You need a break. Something is off with you, and I can’t say I’m happy about it. My ass is on the line here too.”

Sam glanced at his watch. “I have a bad feeling about this setup. Scott should be here by now and the bar is crowded. It’ll be difficult to keep an eye on everyone.”

They’d agreed to meet at eight when the bar would be less crowded. Just after nine, the bar was rowdy with bikers, hookers, and others looking for a good time. The clientele was a rough crowd, and they would keep their mouths shut when it came to people conducting unlawful business. The kind of dark, seedy place you’d meet a guy to set up a hit.

Sam’s contact, Scott, was an insurance salesman. Sometimes, when the situation and the money were right, he played middleman, setting up “accidents”, ensuring the insurance paid out. Scott hadn’t wanted to meet anywhere they might be recognized, so he’d chosen this bar on the outskirts of the city.

Scott made contact with him after Sam went undercover, posing as a customer at the insurance agency, looking for a lucrative life insurance policy for his “wife”. He’d subtly hinted about hiring someone to kill his “wife”, so he’d get paid for all the grief she put him through. A plausible cover to get to the hit man himself, known to the FBI as the Silver Fox. Tonight they’d settle the details, payment, and provide how and when the “wife” would be killed. After the meeting, Sam and Tyler would follow Scott and hope he would lead them straight to the Fox.

“I’ll go in and find a corner at the back and watch for him. That way I can get a feel for the crowd, see if there’s any threat. If something is off, I’ll come out the front with my sleeves pushed up. You can ride in for the rescue, and we’ll get the hell out of Dodge. Otherwise, I’ll meet with Scott and try to set up a meeting with the Fox. Then we’ll go from there.”

“Your bad feelings usually pay off. Are you sure you don’t want to rethink this?” Tyler glanced at him before scanning the area around the bar again. “I can only see so much from here. You’ll be completely on your own. If something goes wrong, I won’t know.”

Tyler might be right. Maybe Sam was losing his edge. After solving this case, he’d hand over his other cases to Tyler and take a long vacation. He needed one. Some time to regroup, refocus, get his priorities in order. Hell, decide what his priorities are, and find that elusive life he should be living.

“Let’s get this done and get out of here.”

Sam slid out of the car before Tyler made any more protests. He headed across the street and down to the bar. Once inside, he’d have to rely on his training and instincts to keep himself alive and protect innocent bystanders if things went sour.

ELIZABETH WAS IN her kitchen mixing up another batch of sweet treats for the local children’s hospital. She delivered them every Friday, and the kids expected her, rain or shine. She’d filled a dozen racks with cookies and needed to pack them up. Her mother used to iron; she baked to relieve stress. The smell of chocolate chip cookies filled the room and had a way of smoothing out the rough edges better than any pill.

Vigorously stirring a bowl of cookie dough, she stared out across the Great Room, hoping to release her anger before her arm gave out.

Elizabeth had converted a two-story building into a home, complete with her dream kitchen when she bought the building a few years back. From the outside, you’d think it was simply a warehouse, but the inside resembled any other living space. Hardwood floors the color of melted caramel spread out to whitewashed brick walls. Like an old weathered farmhouse that hadn’t had a new coat of paint in a hundred years, the bricks were fading back to red in many places. She’d kept the old-world feel of the large space but added the modern conveniences, including the restaurant-size refrigerators and ovens.

Some of the other buildings on her street had already been converted into chic lofts and apartments. Several warehouses nearest her still stood empty, so the area was usually quiet. She loved sitting up on the roof in her Adirondack chair, drinking tea and looking up at the stars, or out across the great city of San Francisco. A quiet life was all she wanted, especially coming from a family like hers.

The phone rang. Elizabeth wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, but she couldn’t let it go unanswered. It might be a family member calling to check on her. It better not be Jarred, or she’d be pissed.

Checking the caller ID, a wave of relief swept over her. Kay. Best friend extraordinaire. Calling to the rescue. They loved and teased each other, fought, laughed together, and generally shared their lives like siblings. Even Elizabeth’s brothers thought of Kay as a sister.

She picked it up on the third ring, and while she licked cookie dough off her finger said, “Hi, Kay.”

“Spill it. What happened today?”

“Jarred waltzed into the shop and told Amy we’d gotten back together and had a lunch date. He said we were moving in together.”

“He didn’t,” Kay gasped.

“Oh yes he did. Can you believe his audacity? When I came back into the shop, Amy was so excited and happy for us. She looked downright crushed when I told her the restraining order was still in place and under no circumstances would I get back together with him.”

“That’s just creepy.”

“It’s beyond creepy. He’s moved past nuisance and straight to stalker. Amy told him I was out shopping, so he covered by saying he must have gotten the time for lunch wrong.” Elizabeth jabbed the spoon into the cookie dough in frustration. “He got what he wanted. Amy gave him a bunch of information about me, least of which is that I’ve been invited to the Governor’s Ball next month.”

Amy, nineteen, a nursing student at UC San Francisco, still believed handsome men were all knights in shining armor coming to kiss the damsel and sweep her off her feet. Amy hadn’t learned that some men, even handsome ones, were dragons in disguise, waiting to breathe their fire and scorch you on the ass.

Elizabeth sighed and wiped her cheek, inadvertently spreading flour across her face. “She didn’t realize he was baiting her and fishing for information. I had a long talk with her about giving out my personal business to anyone. Why can’t he take no for an answer? Of course, no one ever says no to him, so I shouldn’t be surprised. Look at Amy. She took one look at his handsome face, ate up his charm, and spilled her guts.”

“What do you think he really wants?”

Elizabeth took a finger full of dough from the bowl and licked it clean. “The same thing he’s wanted for over three months, us back together, living his version of happy. Dad annoyed me when he insisted on the restraining order, but now I’m thinking it was a good idea. Jarred’s really starting to creep me out.

“I still can’t believe he told her we were moving in together. How demented is that? First it was showing up places unannounced, which got out of hand when he followed me without so much as trying to hide it. I received those creepy letters and the messages sent with the flowers. Then I don’t hear anything from him in almost two weeks, and now this. Remember the time he showed up at my uncle’s party, telling Uncle Charles I’d invited him? He cut in on Pat and me while we danced. Pat almost decked him right in front of all the guests before I stopped him.”

“Patrick and Daniel had to escort Jarred out,” Kay remembered. “That was pretty ballsy, but this is even worse. He’s talking about you guys moving in together and ignoring the restraining order. A lot of good that thing is doing you, by the way. I hope you’re still documenting everything.”

“I am. He’s too obsessed with who he thinks I am.”

“You know, you’re right,” Kay agreed.

“He only sees me as the daughter of the extraordinary Judge John Hamilton. I don’t care about all the parties and the people in the same way Jarred cares about them. He’s using me to see what he can get from me and the people I know.”

Elizabeth wished she’d meet someone who saw her as a singular person and not a piece of the Hamilton family and fortune. Her brothers had the same problem with women chasing after them for their money and social standing, but it never seemed to get them down like it did her.

“I always wondered if you realized those men were using you. You seemed so detached and hardly ever dated them for more than a month or so. It must be difficult. I’m sure you’d like to have someone in your life who really loves you for you.”

Elizabeth let out a heavy sigh. “Now that would be a truly remarkable man to take me on and not notice my family.”

“Maybe you should stay with your parents for a while. Put some distance between you and Jarred. All that security at the Hamilton Mansion will keep him away. He obviously can’t take a hint—or a restraining order,” Kay added, as exasperated as Elizabeth.

“I’m not involving my parents. It makes me so angry. He thinks he can walk into the shop and bother my employees. He knew I wasn’t there because my car wasn’t out back. He’s nothing but trouble.”

“Let’s go out this weekend and have some fun. Maybe you’ll meet a really great guy who can kick his ass the next time he tries to bother you. I know, we’ll go to some cop bar and find you a hot cop to date. That would be the perfect solution.”

Elizabeth laughed at her friend’s enthusiasm. “I don’t need another guy. I need Jarred to stop dogging me. His behavior is so weird lately. I’m starting to wonder if he’ll try to harm me. I keep getting crank calls with UNKNOWN CALLER on the ID. The other day I could have sworn someone had been in my house, even though nothing was out of place or missing. I’m afraid of my own shadow when I’m alone.”

“You better be careful. We’ve all seen news reports about some jilted boyfriend or husband who goes after the woman and ends up killing her. I don’t want to see that happen to you.” Deep concern laced Kay’s voice, sending a chill down Elizabeth’s spine.

“I don’t know what to think anymore. He better not show up on my doorstep with his bags packed,” Elizabeth said, jabbing the spoon into the dough bowl again.

“You need a big, mean-looking dog. A Rottweiler would do the trick.”

“I don’t think the Muffin Man would like a dog. He’s very happy being the only man in my life.”

“There’s something wrong with that cat. He hates everybody and either runs and hides, or hisses at you the whole time.”

“He doesn’t like people invading his space. Siamese are temperamental.”

“I’ll give you the mental part,” Kay said with a laugh. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Baking cookies for the children’s hospital.”

“Right. What else have you made?”

Baking as an emotional escape sometimes had a downside. Half the time, Elizabeth lost herself in the process. Hours later, she’d find herself buried under mounds of cakes, pies, and cookies.

“Peach pie, some berry tarts,” she confessed. “Come over. We’ll have a sleepover and eat ourselves into a sugar coma.”

“How many pies and tarts did you make?”

Elizabeth smiled and mentally tallied the confections around her. She’d gone seriously overboard, but the food would never go to waste. She’d take them to the local homeless shelter tomorrow. People from all over the city lined up at her shop to sample her fare. They’d be jealous if they found out she gave her goods away for free.

“I baked six pies and three dozen tarts,” Elizabeth said, thinking a piece of pie and some vanilla bean ice cream was just what the doctor ordered.

“Good God. Are the extras for the shop tomorrow?”

“No, the crew is taking care of the orders and stock for the store. I needed the distraction.” No sense lying about her quirky behavior.

Pop!!!

Elizabeth jumped and turned to look out the bank of windows. “I heard something outside. Hold on while I check it out.”

“It’s probably just a car. You really should get a guard dog, until people fill the empty buildings around you. There’s no telling the kind of people who hang out at night down there.”

“Hey, I like it here,” she scoffed into the phone and made her way to the front windows. “It’s normally quiet, and I have all the space I need. It’s close to the shop.”

Pop!!!

Elizabeth jumped. “There it is again. Sounds like firecrackers.”

“It’s not even close to the Fourth of July or Chinese New Year,” Kay said, concerned. “Maybe it’s some kids fooling around. It better not be Jarred hoping to wine and dine you, especially at this hour. It’s almost ten.”

Elizabeth peered out the wide bank of windows overlooking the street. The lights in this part of her home were off, so she could see outside with ease.

“Kay, hold on. I see someone outside, lying in the road. He might be hurt. I’ll bring the phone out, but it might drop the call if it’s too far from the base.”

“Don’t you dare. What if it’s Jarred? Or worse, some criminal. Or some ax murderer who wants to hurt you.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes at Kay’s overactive imagination and remembered how much fun they’d had as kids watching horror movies and trying to scare each other.

“He’s lying in the street, no ax in sight. Hold on.”

Elizabeth stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of her place. Her Suburban was parked at the curb and she walked past it toward the man. She approached cautiously and stood over him. Lying on his back, his arms flung out to his sides, she could only see one side of his face. A cut above one eye bled into his long blonde hair, a black and blue bruise bloomed on his scruffy cheek, and several bleeding scrapes ran along his jaw. As far as she could see, no major injuries. He’d probably been in a fight and passed out in front of her place.

“Hey, are you okay?” She gave him a nudge in the shoulder with her foot. He didn’t make a sound or move. Kay was probably right: he was drunk and lost his way after leaving some local bar several blocks away.

Tires squealed, an SUV came out of nowhere and sped toward them, revving up to top speed. Elizabeth’s heart pounded, adrenaline kicked in, and her mind screamed for her to run. Caught in the headlights, the car bore down on her and the man at her feet. Without thinking, she screamed into the phone for Kay to call the police and tossed the phone aside. She made an attempt to drag him by the shoulders, but only managed a foot before giving up. He mumbled incoherently so she threw herself on top of him. Grabbing hold of his shoulders, focused on her Suburban parked a few feet away, she thought, “This is going to hurt.”

“Roll,” she ordered.

She used all her strength and pulled the man over. With minimal help from him and a grunt and massive effort on her part, they rolled once, twice. Her back grazed the underside of her car, tearing her blouse and cutting her back, but adrenaline masked the pain. They’d made it under the Suburban not a second before the SUV rammed into her car, nearly running over them.

The noise from the crash made her ears ring. She shook her head to stop the annoying sound. The car pulled away, only to rev up and ram her car again. She scrambled to move further back toward the curb, dragging the man by his black sweater. Tall and heavy, she couldn’t gain any leverage with so little room to maneuver him.

Oh God, buddy. I hope you’re okay.

The other car sat idling. Metal crunched and squeaked and the driver pushed against the door to get out.

For a split second, she thought to turn her back, slide out the other side of the car, and run for her life. The man let out a moan so filled with pain, she couldn’t possibly leave him. Her protective instinct flared to life and fed her determination to get them both out of this unbelievable mess alive.

She moved down along the man’s side, so she could get between him and whoever was trying to kill them. At his feet, something hard under his pant leg pressed against her ribs as she moved over him. Pulling up his jeans, she found a gun and a knife strapped to his ankle. Grabbing both, she slid up to the man’s side. She’d never used a gun.

Point and shoot. How hard can that be? Someone is trying to kill you.

I watch far too much TV.

The unconscious man stirred again. He spotted the gun in her hand and grabbed it, trying to take if from her. Weak, but unwilling to give up the gun, he fought for it. She feared she’d accidentally shoot him, or herself.

“Please. I’m trying to help you. He’s getting out of the car. Let go.”

The driver’s shoes scraped the pavement, moving toward them. She didn’t have time to wrestle over the gun. Reluctantly letting it go, she held on to the knife and rolled to confront their attacker and protect the man behind her. A loud pop echoed and a fiery sting shot across her arm as she stabbed the knife through the driver’s foot. Her hearing went hollow. She tried to pull the knife out to keep a weapon, but the driver bent, grabbed her wrist and held tight, crushing the bones together painfully. She lost her grip. The man used his other hand to pull the knife free of his foot. Blood dripped from the blade on to the asphalt near her head, making her stomach pitch and roll. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat.

What have I done?

“You little bitch!”

He grabbed her other wrist and dragged her out from under the car, scraping her arms and side on the pavement. Kicking and screaming, she pulled and fought to free her arm and tried to scoot away, anything to get free.

“Let me go,” she begged, using her fingers to try to pry his gloved hand off her arm.

“You’ll regret stabbing me, bitch.” He dragged her up by her hair and threw her up against the smashed Suburban. Reaching up to rub her stinging scalp, her hand never made it to her head. He backhanded her across the face and punched her in the ribs, pitching her forward at the waist. With his hand around her throat, he pulled her back up, shoving her against the car, choking her until she gagged.

“You’re a hellcat.” A touch of humor laced his deep voice. He lifted her off the ground by her throat. Pressing his body to hers, every point of contact meant to show her he had her right where he wanted her, could do whatever he wanted to her. Fear left a sour taste in her mouth.

A euphoric look came into his dark eyes and his body shuddered against hers. “You’re a determined little thing.” His body pressed hers into her car’s wrecked metal, shooting pain up her back. His cruel voice whispered close to her ear, “I like it when you fight.”

With her feet dangling off the ground, her toes scraping the pavement but never gaining purchase, she fought with every ounce of energy she had left. She scratched at his wrist where he held her throat, but he wouldn’t let her go. Desperately trying to take a breath, she couldn’t fill her lungs. Her ears echoed her heartbeat like a chugging train slowing into a station and her vision tunneled. She kicked her feet, hitting both the car and the guy’s shins in a futile attempt to escape. He was too strong.

His cold dark eyes stared at her through the ski cap. She made a grab for it and tore it off his head, scratching his cheek in the process. Right in her face, his nose brushed against hers. Eyes locked an inch apart, he spat out, “Now you’ve done it. You sealed your fate.”

He threw her to the pavement and kicked her in the ribs, making her fall flat on the ground. Her diaphragm convulsed from the blow, she tried in vain to gulp in the much-needed air she’d been denied moments ago.

Sirens sounded in the distance, but too far away to help her. Palms planted on the road, she dragged her legs under her. The man’s ominous presence behind her sent a chill up her spine. Two terrible explosions echoed over her attempts to gulp in oxygen. Fire and pain erupted in her back. Then a bolt of lightning struck her leg.

The man’s shoes scraped across the pavement, moving away from her. Metal crunched as he got into his SUV and slammed the damaged door. Tires squealed. All that was left was the whining drone of sirens and the numbness engulfing her.

Her eyes focused on the dark outline of the man lying motionless under her car. Her vision closed in and spotlighted him. Please be okay. Help is coming.

Before everything went black, she feared they were too late to help her.


Chapter Three

LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT investigated alongside the FBI, but nothing had been determined as of yet. Even Tyler was in the dark about what happened tonight, and he’d been with Sam.

The FBI had been investigating this criminal for quite some time. The only problem: no one had ever gotten an accurate description of the hired gun, known as the “Silver Fox”. Wanted for more than eight known hits involving insurance fraud, the deaths had all convincingly appeared natural, or staged to look accidental to collect the life insurance money. And now he’d gone after an FBI agent.

Deputy Director Davies cornered Tyler. “What happened? Why weren’t you with Agent Turner? You were supposed to back him up. How did he end up over here?”

Tyler had recently joined the San Francisco office after leaving Texas and knew Davies by reputation only. Extremely good at his job, he’d earned his subordinates’ utmost respect because he gave respect to everyone.

Davies liked things orderly and done by the book, so Tyler began his overview. “We don’t know, sir. I was holding my position outside the bar. I expected Agent Turner to come out through the front door, but he never showed. Several cars and motorcycles entered and left the alley to the back parking lot. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

“Agent Turner was scheduled to meet our contact from the insurance agency. I believe the Fox may have shown up for the meeting and made him for a cop. After thirty minutes, I went into the bar to check things out and discovered Agent Turner missing. The waitress remembered him, but didn’t see him with anyone else. I questioned the bartender, but he didn’t see anything.”

“Nothing new there. Too frightened to rat out their worst customer,” the Deputy Director said, frowning.

“Exactly. Agent Turner had a bad feeling about tonight, but he still wanted to go forward.” Tyler glanced at the ambulance holding his partner. “It was supposed to be a simple in and out. Follow our contact and see if he led us to the Silver Fox.”

Tyler ran a hand over his head and watched the controlled chaos of the scene. “Anyway, a woman named Kay called 911 stating her friend was in trouble and needed police assistance. When they arrived they found a woman severely injured in the middle of the street and Agent Turner passed out under the smashed Suburban. After I’d put out the call about our missing agent, the local PD put it together and notified the local office they’d found him.

“Skid marks down the street indicate another vehicle accelerated at high speed and rammed the Suburban. Probably more than once, considering the damage. My guess, the driver tried to kill Agent Turner.

“We believe the woman lives here, in this converted warehouse. We found the door open, cookies burning in the oven. The noise must have startled her and brought her outside. She was shot twice and stabbed in the thigh. We did find blood by the Suburban and splattered underneath. At this time, we can’t ascertain if it’s hers. It doesn’t appear to be Agent Turner’s.”

“Where’s Agent Turner now?” The Deputy Director took in the scene with a sweep of his eyes.

“In the ambulance, two gunshots to the back. He wore his vest. We haven’t spoken to him yet. Unconscious when we arrived, probably drugged, he hasn’t woken up. We found his gun by his side, one round missing from the clip. His knife is in the woman’s thigh. The paramedics are working on her, but they don’t think she’ll make it.”

“You better hope she makes it. Do you know who that is? That’s Elizabeth Hamilton.”

A woman approached, makeup-stained tears streaming black down her face, lips trembling. Disheveled blonde hair fell to her chin. Several strands stuck to her skin, turned dark by the wet tears. She practically mowed down three cops to make her way toward them. Shifting her focus back and forth between them and the woman lying in the middle of the street while paramedics worked on her, she seemed to have a hard time deciding which direction to go.

Deputy Director Davies took the lead. “You’re telling me that’s Judge John Hamilton’s daughter? Good God. What the hell is she doing here?”

“She lives here. I’m Kay, her best friend,” she said around a sob. “We were on the phone and the line went dead. I don’t even know what happened.” Crying uncontrollably now, apparently overwhelmed by all the police and seeing her best friend bleeding in the street. A female officer came over and put an arm around Kay and led her into the victim’s house. Distraught, all she could do was follow.

“I didn’t think this case could get any worse.” Davies surveyed the scene again. “Judge Hamilton’s about to come down on us like softball-size hail.”

Davies stared at Ms. Hamilton intensely. Tyler wondered if he tried to will her to get up and announce she was fine. It would certainly make things a lot less complicated.

“Tell the paramedics to do everything possible for Ms. Hamilton, keep her alive, and get her to the hospital ASAP. Whatever it takes. Contact the hospital and let them know who’s coming. I’ll contact Judge Hamilton and let him know his daughter’s been injured and to meet us at the hospital.”

Tyler winced. The situation was dire. “She’s critical. You may want to prepare him to see her.”

“Do you want to be the one to tell Judge Hamilton his daughter got in the way of an FBI investigation and will probably die because she tried to help one of our agents?”

“No thank you. His temper is legendary.”

Tyler hated to admit it, but Judge Hamilton was on his short list of people you didn’t mess with—ever.

“Christ. Heads will roll if anything happens to his only daughter. I don’t even know if she helped or harmed Agent Turner. Is it clear who shot her?” Davies asked, letting his frustration show.

“I can’t say. We’re still collecting evidence. We need to speak to Sam. I’ll light a fire under the paramedics and get them moving to the hospital. Looks like the ambulance carrying Sam is leaving now.”

The police measured skid marks, marked possible evidence, and took photographs of the entire scene. Officers interviewed people who had come to gawk, and several officers and firefighters stood near the paramedics working on Ms. Hamilton. Tyler took it all in and hoped they’d sort everything out soon.

The paramedics loaded Ms. Hamilton into the back of the ambulance. Tyler caught them before they left. “How’s she doing? Will she make it to the hospital?”

“If we can get her there, she might have a chance. She’s lost a lot of blood. Looks like she might have scratched someone. Several nails are broken, and we bagged her hands for evidence. She’s not conscious, but mumbles like she’s trying to get something important across to us.”

“This is Judge Hamilton’s daughter, Elizabeth.” Recognition dawned on the paramedic’s face. “Make sure she makes it to the hospital alive. Tell the attending doctor who she is and Judge Hamilton and his wife are on the way. Hospital administration will want to put measures in place for dealing with reporters.”

“No problem. We’ve got to go. Time is critical. She’s holding her own right now, but that could change in a second.”

Once the doors were closed, Tyler slapped the back of the ambulance, indicating they could go. He walked into Ms. Hamilton’s house and found Kay sitting with a cup of coffee in her hands, answering questions for an officer. As soon as he approached, she jumped up to confront him, spilling soiled tissues from her lap and coffee down her hand, the burn unnoticed.

“How is she? Is she okay? What happened? They keep telling me Liz is in good hands.” A new flood of tears cascaded down her cheeks. “If anything happens to Liz, I don’t know what I’ll do. We’ve been best friends since we were kids.”

“She’s on her way to the hospital,” Tyler said softly in hopes of soothing the poor woman. “She’ll need emergency surgery. She’s lost a lot of blood. They said she’s holding her own right now.”

“Surgery? Why does she need surgery?”

“She’s been shot and stabbed.” Tyler hated to be the bearer of such news.

“Oh, God. Oh my God. No. I have to call her parents and her brothers. I have to tell them what’s happened. Where are they taking her?”

“St. Mary’s, along with our man.”

“Was he shot too? Is that why he was in the street?”

“We aren’t sure of the extent of his injuries.”

Kay’s hands trembled. Hell, her whole body shook. She probably couldn’t put together two coherent thoughts to save her life.

“Can I get a ride to the hospital? I don’t think I can manage on my own and call Liz’s parents and brothers at the same time.”

“An officer will take you,” Tyler assured her.

“What about Liz’s home? I should lock up.” The place was crawling with police and smelled like a cookie factory. “If Liz were here, she’d serve everyone coffee and pie. She’d want you all to make yourself at home. You’re cops. It isn’t like you’ll steal anything,” Kay rambled.

Tyler put his hand on Kay’s shoulder to reassure her. “We’ll take care of everything and lock the place up tight when we’re ready to go. Don’t worry.”

Tyler had seen a lot of victims like this. He was used to them going from hysterics to wondering if they’d dropped off the dry cleaning. Kay needed to think of ordinary things. Her mind didn’t want to think about her friend, bloody and lying in the street, and how she’d ended up that way. It was too much to process.

He wished his own mind could switch to ordinary things. Instead, he worked over everything that had happened and wondered what they could have, should have, done differently.

Tyler shouldn’t have let Sam go in alone. Unless Sam provided a clear description, they might never find the man who did this. Attempted murder of an FBI agent and a federal judge’s daughter would send anyone into hiding for the rest of their lives. He didn’t even want to think about the danger Sam or Ms. Hamilton could be in if either of them could ID the Silver Fox.


Chapter Four

“YOU NEED A hospital,” the doctor admonished for the third time.

“Do the job I’m paying you more than your net worth to do and keep your mouth shut.”

Settled into the deep leather chair, his foot propped on a matching ottoman, he leaned his head back and exhaled his frustration. The doctor pushed the needle through his numb skin and tied off another stitch.

How did everything go so wrong? With his partner and the cop out of the way, he’d almost gotten away clean. Then the woman showed up and threatened everything he’d worked so hard to conceal. Elizabeth Hamilton. Damnit, did she recognize him? What difference did it make? Still, killing a beautiful, spirited woman like her left him unfulfilled. He’d have liked to keep and enjoy her for a while. Ever since he’d allowed himself to explore the undiscovered depths of his darker side, the more alive and the less dissatisfied he felt in his everyday world.

The sting of the antiseptic against the scratches on his cheek brought him back to reality. The doctor had finished stitching and wrapping his foot. He wiggled his numb toes, thankful the short blade hadn’t done any major damage.

“Get out,” he ordered once the doctor finished applying ointment to his face. Without a word, the doctor dropped a bottle of antibiotics and pain meds on the side table and left.

Alone, he stared out the bank of windows of his high-rise condo. The city view usually calmed him, but tonight nothing soothed his frustration or disappointment. With Elizabeth and the potential to experience another new dark fantasy gone, he’d have to learn to live with it.


Chapter Five

Friday, 6:27 A.M.

St. Mary’s Hospital

JUDGE HAMILTON AND his wife waited for the doctor to update them on their daughter’s condition. They hadn’t slept and were on pins and needles hoping for any word. Not known for his patience, waiting had completely zapped him of his limited stores. He’d already raised the roof with the doctors and administrators upon arriving last night, demanding to see his daughter and that she receive the best possible care. No expense would be spared to save her.

His name and occupation opened all sorts of doors, but it didn’t mean anything when his daughter was in someone else’s hands. He was still left waiting for word on her condition, drinking burnt coffee, sitting in hard, vinyl-covered chairs, his shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor while he paced.

His wife, Rachel, sat with Kay by the windows, holding hands, praying and hoping Elizabeth would be okay. Deputy Director Davies hadn’t been forthcoming about the extent of Elizabeth’s injuries, but stated it was imperative they get to the hospital immediately; Elizabeth’s life was in jeopardy.

The dreaded phone call every parent feared and hoped would never come. These kinds of things happened to other people, right? Not to his family. Not to his baby girl. He wished he could wake up from this nightmare.

The doctor came out the double doors leading to the surgical rooms. John hurried to meet him at the entrance of the waiting room. “How’s my daughter? What’s going on?”

“Judge Hamilton. Mrs. Hamilton. I’m Doctor Watts. We’re still working on your daughter. Things have been touch and go, but she’s holding on. We’ve taken out both bullets and repaired her liver and removed her spleen. We’ve cleaned and stitched the gunshot wound to her arm. It wasn’t severe, and actually just left a long furrow in her skin and muscle. We’re about to fix her thigh where she was stabbed. We’ve stopped the bleeding temporarily so we could take care of the bullet wounds, but we still have to repair the muscle and tissue damage.”

“Will she make it, Doctor?”

“It’s too soon to tell. She’s been through a lot. She lost a lot of blood. It will be a couple more hours before she makes it to the recovery room. I’ll come back out as soon as we’ve finished with her leg.”

“Doctor, tell us. What are her chances?” He worked with the law, encountered the many shades of gray in his line of work. This was black and white. He needed to know, absolutely, if his daughter would make it.

“I don’t want to give you false hope. Life is fragile, and sometimes even when people have a great chance things turn out in the worst possible way. Elizabeth’s condition is extremely critical.” Doctor Watts put his hand on John’s shoulder. “If I had to guess, I’d say she’s a fighter. That can make all the difference in a case like this one. We’re doing everything we can for her. Let’s get her out of surgery and into the ICU. I’ll let you see her for a few minutes once she’s settled.”

“Thank you. I’ll be waiting.”

The doctor hurried back to the operating room where John’s Ellie Girl lay waiting for him to save her. John held his wife while she held hands with Kay. Both women cried softly.

“Oh, John. She has to make it. She has to. What was she doing out in the street? How did this happen?” Rachel asked while she held him tight, her face buried in his chest.

They’d all asked that question more than a few times over the past eight hours. He didn’t have an answer, except for what little information Kay had provided. He shuddered thinking about it.

John knew his daughter. She was the type of person who would climb the tallest tree to save a cat. She fed the homeless, was a friend to everyone, and her trust was given without strings attached. He loved her ability to see the good in everyone. He had no doubt she’d gone out to help the agent, and when danger presented itself she’d done everything possible to help save him at her own risk.

Deputy Director Davies returned to speak with them again, another reminder of how Elizabeth had gotten here. “Judge Hamilton. Any word on your daughter?”

“She’s still in surgery. They took out both bullets and repaired her liver, took out her spleen, fixed the gunshot wound to her arm. They’re repairing the stab wound to her thigh.”

John took a menacing step toward the agent. “Let’s see if that list covers the damage done to my daughter when she tried to save your agent’s life.”

Losing his temper and shouting at the agent didn’t help, but the FBI had a lot of explaining to do. His daughter shouldn’t have had to provide backup for a federal agent. The fact that only one agent was found at the scene weighed on his mind. He was clearheaded enough to realize whatever case the agent was working had gone terribly wrong. If there had been more agents, maybe his daughter wouldn’t have been hurt.

“What the hell happened, and how the hell did my daughter get involved?” he bellowed.

“Nothing I say will make you or your wife feel better. Unfortunately, I haven’t put all the pieces together.”

Before John could go off again, he continued, “Our agent suffered a beating, was drugged, and shot twice in the back. His bulletproof vest saved his life. The doctors gave him something to counteract the drug he was given, but he hasn’t regained consciousness.” Deputy Director Davies sighed and put his hands on his hips. “I don’t know what happened. The assignment was a simple meeting with a contact. Something went wrong, and he was taken out of the rendezvous place, past the agent watching outside. We don’t know how he ended up six blocks away at your daughter’s home.”

“My daughter saved his life. She told Kay there was a man—alone—in the street. Not under her car. Elizabeth must have somehow gotten him to safety. What happened to her after is another matter entirely. Obviously, had Agent Turner been doing his job, he wouldn’t have endangered innocent civilians,” John shouted.

Kay stepped up to them. “Wait, I just remembered. She said she heard a sound like fireworks. That must have been the shots fired at your agent. I didn’t remember until now, but everything happened so fast. One minute we were talking about Jarred, and the next she’s telling me to call the police.”

Deputy Director Davies nodded his agreement. “How Agent Turner got under her car, who rammed the car, and how she got hurt are still questions I want answers to as much as you do.”

“When Agent Turner wakes up, I want to hear his explanation about how Elizabeth ended up almost . . .” John couldn’t finish the sentence. He couldn’t say almost dead. It was unthinkable.

“I’ll let you talk to him, but you have to understand, Judge Hamilton, he was drugged and may not remember. Also, you know he can’t comment on the case. Agent Turner won’t be able to tell you who hurt Elizabeth, especially if it was our suspect in the case.”

“I want to know what happened to our daughter.” He gave his wife’s shoulder a squeeze. She’d been holding on to him and listening to the whole exchange, though he figured her mind was in the operating room with his Ellie Girl.

“I want to know that too,” Patrick added, walking into the waiting room to join his parents. He had no idea what happened to his sister. When he’d checked his voicemail and heard the message, he’d gone directly to the airport, catching the first flight home. He’d tried his father’s cell a number of times with no luck and decided better to get there and find out what happened to his little sister than waste time.

“Patrick. I’m so glad you’re here. She’s still in surgery.” His mother transferred her grip from his dad to him and held tight, probably thanking God he was safe and sound.

“You said in the message she’d been hurt and to get here. I’m here. Now somebody tell me what’s happened to my sister.”

Patrick, their younger brother, Daniel, and Elizabeth had their family squabbles and petty rivalries, but they were friends. They talked often and looked after each other. He’d had several girlfriends who wished he’d talk to them as much as he talked to his sister.

Patrick listened intently as Kay and Deputy Director Davies filled him in on what happened. The looks on his parents’ faces said it all. Elizabeth was barely hanging on.

“My God. Will she be okay?” Patrick ran a hand through his hair and gave his mother a squeeze. The feel of her, real and warm at his side, was a comfort.

“The doctor said he’d be back out in another hour or two.” Deep lines etched his father’s face with concern. He didn’t want to see any of his children hurting. The fact that Elizabeth lie helpless in the operating room, and his father was unable to help her, had to be sobering for the man.

“Another hour or two? How long has she been in there?” It had taken him a while to get a flight out of Los Angeles and make it to the hospital. He’d received the call hours ago. Had she been in surgery all this time?

“Over eight hours,” his dad confirmed, eyes filled with worry.

The FBI agent took his leave from the family.

“Has anyone talked to Daniel?” Patrick wanted to see his brother. If he couldn’t get to his sister, at least he and Daniel could keep vigil together.

As if Daniel had been summoned from thin air, he appeared behind their father looking solemn and disheveled. Patrick took in his brother’s bent six-foot frame, shoulders slumped. His dark eyes were grave. Daniel’s hair, thicker and straighter than Patrick’s, was a mess. Elizabeth shared the same brown hair, but Elizabeth had their mother’s sky blue eyes. Patrick hoped he’d get to see them full of mischief and love again.

“Am I too late? Is she . . .?” Daniel swallowed hard and stared down at the floor. The thought of life without his sister was too much to bear for either of them.

Patrick embraced his younger brother and gave him the news that Elizabeth was still in surgery. He walked Daniel over to a small couch by a window and explained what they knew so far. Their mother joined them and they all sat looking out the window at the dawn of a new day, a day they all hoped Elizabeth would live to see.

Their dad paced the room and watched over the family. They sat waiting for the doctor to bring news of their beloved Elizabeth. Kay came back with coffee for everyone. Two hours of waiting turned into more than three before the doctor finally arrived.

Deputy Director Davies joined the family to hear the doctor’s report.

“She’s out of surgery and in recovery. We’re sending her up to ICU. We repaired the damage to her thigh, though it was touch and go for a while. We lost her once on the table, but we got her back. I want you to understand the severity of her injuries. They are life threatening. We’ll take her recovery one hour at a time. To say she’s lucky, well, I’m sure you can all imagine how lucky she is. We’ll keep her heavily sedated, and she probably won’t wake for several days. I’ll let you see her for a few minutes once she’s moved into the ICU. Two at a time would be best. I suggest after that you all go home and get some sleep. Do you have any questions?”

“Her mother and I want to stay with her. We don’t want her to be alone.”

“You can see her for a few minutes, but after, I really insist you go home. There’s nothing you can do for her. The best thing for her right now is rest.

“Give us time to get her settled. I’ll send the nurse out when you can go back and see her. She isn’t out of the woods. We’ll see how things progress.”

The doctor walked away, and Patrick hoped he’d never see the terrified looks on his parents’ faces ever again.


Chapter Six

Friday, 11:13 A.M.

PEOPLE WHISPERED IN the room, saying something about a woman. Sam tried to fight the black ooze that crept in and stole his every thought and sent him back into the darkness. Someone touched his arm, probably to check the IV line he felt taped to his skin. At least now he knew he was in a hospital, though he couldn’t figure out for how long, or even how he got there.

“She doesn’t look good.”

“Looks like someone used her as a punching bag before they shot her. Her lip needs to be cleaned, and we should wash her face and hands before her family comes in to see her.”

“Set up the monitors.”

“Her fluids and meds are all in good shape. I’ve calibrated her doses.”

Who were they talking about? A flash of memory came of a woman lying on top of him, before they tumbled over each other. He was under something, and she tried to get away. The harder he tried to concentrate, the foggier his brain, and the images dissipated into nothing. Too weak to hold on, he let the blackness close in again.

He came back to himself some time later. Someone held his hand. They whispered close to his ear. Their warm breath brushed his cheek. He tried to concentrate on the familiar voice, someone he loved. He fought to hear them clearly.

“Please, Sam. Wake up. Come back to us.”

He recognized Jenna’s voice, soft, warm, loving. She clutched his hand. No matter how hard he tried to open his eyes, he couldn’t quite make it happen.

“Sam. Please. Wake up. Can you hear me? Jack is on his way. He’s terrified. Please, Sam. Wake up.”

Unable to open his eyes, he used what little strength he had to squeeze the hand holding his. He hoped she’d know he heard her. Her voice whispered with sadness and a trace of fear. His beautiful sister-in-law, he wanted to see her. What was she doing here? Wasn’t she in Colorado with Jack?

“I felt you, Sam.” She returned his squeeze. “You can hear me. You’re going to be fine. They gave you some medicine to counteract the drug you were given. Your bulletproof vest saved you. Your back is severely bruised, so don’t try to move around. It will hurt. Your face is beat up, but you’re still the second most handsome man I’ve ever seen. I love you, Sam,” she said and kissed his hand. “Open your eyes for me.”

Sam was relieved to know they knew he’d been drugged. He remembered feeling like he was floating, and he couldn’t think or reason anything out after his mind went fuzzy. He tried to answer Jenna’s plea. He couldn’t manage to open his heavy eyelids. The black ooze came in and closed over him like a wave. He let it take him.

Over the next few hours, he went in and out of consciousness. Jenna’s voice coaxed him to wake up, and he heard other voices he didn’t recognize, but he listened to them and tried not to slip away. They spoke about someone named Elizabeth. Somewhere inside him, he knew she was important. He wished he understood why.

Sam slept restlessly. Never sure when he was aware of her, Jenna talked to him, hoping he heard her and knew he wasn’t alone. “You heard me, that’s all that matters. I need to leave for a few minutes and call Jack on the jet. He should arrive in San Francisco soon with the boys and Summer and her family. Everyone is coming. Jack is beyond frantic about you.

“The whole family’s been worried about you for months. You’ve withdrawn from us and no one can figure out why. Your job’s stressful and takes up every bit of your time and energy. You’ve been riding the very edge of burnout for months, but something more is affecting you, Sam.

“Jack and I wish we could convince you to take some time off to reevaluate your job and life and come back to us. You’ve been so distant lately. We miss you. With all you endure being undercover, you need your family to ground you. We’re here for you whenever you need us.”

Jenna stepped toward the door. Judge Hamilton and his wife, Rachel, walked in. She’d met them on several occasions when she attended social functions representing Merrick International. She wondered why the Judge and his wife were here.

“Judge Hamilton. Mrs. Hamilton. I’d say it’s nice to see you, but this doesn’t seem the place.”

“Call me Rachel, dear. We’re here to see our daughter.” Rachel indicated the woman in the bed next to Sam’s and the light dawned.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Deputy Director Davies told me she was involved in what happened with Sam. I had no idea she was your daughter, only that they were put in the same room with the guard outside for security. He didn’t tell me her name.”

“Elizabeth. She’s our Elizabeth.” Rachel looked over Sam before her gaze rested on Elizabeth, a frown marring her beautiful face. “Turner? Sam is your husband? I thought his name was Jack.”

“Sam is my husband’s twin brother. Jack is flying in now. I sent the jet to pick him and the kids up, along with my sister-in-law and her family. I was in town on business. When I got the call about Sam, I came right away. I must have missed you earlier when they settled Elizabeth. How is she?”

Jenna turned toward the woman in the bed. The Judge sat next to her, holding her hand, rubbing his thumb in circles on the back. He didn’t look like the energetic, sometimes cantankerous man she’d met many times.

“Did Deputy Director Davies tell you what happened?” Rachel asked.

“Only that she must have found Sam in the street and tried to help him. I know how worried and upset you must be, but I have to say, I’m so grateful to your daughter for what she did. From what Deputy Director Davies told me, I think whoever did this intended to kill Sam.”

“Elizabeth was shot three times and stabbed in the thigh. You can see from her face, he also hit her and the bruises on her neck tell us he choked her. She suffered so much. She’s a kind and gentle person with the strength and will of both her brothers. She’s everything to the family and me, but especially to her father. They’re so much alike, she’s his little girl. Always has been. Men stand before him in his courtroom and shake when he thunders. Not Elizabeth. She gave as good as she ever got from him. Whenever they’d argue they’d stand toe-to-toe. He admired her for her strength of conviction. I’m hoping that strength will pull her through this.

“How is Sam? They said he was poisoned, shot too, but one of those vests protected him.”

“The doctors think he’ll make a full recovery. It’ll be slow and painful, but thanks to your daughter, he’s alive. Because he got medical attention so quickly, they were able to give him an antidote to whatever poison he was given.

“I was talking to him. He heard me. He squeezed my hand.” Tears filled Jenna’s eyes and clogged her throat. That small recognition had meant so much to her. She loved Jack, but she also had a special bond with Sam. Maybe because they were twins she figured she understood Sam as well as she understood Jack.

“I hope he’ll wake up soon and tell us what really happened. I want to know who did this to my daughter.”

Jenna understood.
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