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PROLOGUE





The nurse, her face hidden by a surgical mask, moved to strap Lucky’s left arm down. Lucky grabbed her wrist. She turned to him, her eyes wide with surprise as well as more than a hint of fear. 

He forced himself to relax, to release her.

“No restraints.” He hoped she attributed the tremor in his voice to the fact that he was naked under his flimsy hospital gown. And the cardiac catheterization room was freezing. “Please.” 

Both his hands shook uncontrollably—no way he could hide that, so he didn’t bother trying. Besides, once she saw the panorama of Technicolor bruises blossoming over the rest of his body, she’d quickly figure out that he was no ordinary patient. Maybe she already had. 

Instead of arguing with him, she averted her eyes and backed away as if Lucky was a load of nitro, armed and ready to go off at the slightest provocation. He lay back on the hard metal table with its too-thin mattress and stared into the bright operating light, willing himself to not think, not remember, not feel. Just be.

Breathe in, breathe out. 

And wait to see what the rest of his life would hold. Once the doctors finished their poking and prodding and pinching, taking a piece of his sorely abused heart muscle with them, they would render their verdict: either he’d be labeled a cardiac cripple at age thirty, forced to take medical disability and leave the ATF, or they’d let him get back to work.

To the life he’d left behind when he and Chase Westin went undercover three months ago, trying to get inside The Preacher’s operation. To his simple, well-ordered life governed by the laws of chemistry and physics, where he spent his days analyzing and reconstructing bits and pieces of bombs.

A life that seemed like another world after what happened two days ago on Christmas Eve.

Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t think. Don’t remember. Don’t feel.

“Ready, Mr. Cavanaugh?” His cardiologist’s chipper voice pierced Lucky’s awareness. 

Before Lucky could answer, the heart specialist drew back the sheet that covered Lucky’s legs and pushed aside his gown, pouring icy cold brown soap over Lucky’s groin and thighs. The nurse standing beside him looked down and made a small noise, muffled by her mask, as she saw the damage inflicted on Lucky’s body.

Lucky ignored her. Only two days and he was already getting used to blocking out other people’s reactions when they learned what had happened to him. What The Preacher and his man, Fergus, had done to him. 

Hell, he’d cheated death. 

Handling the shock and morbid curiosity that came with surviving should have been easy.

Easy as breathing.

“Just relax, Agent Cavanaugh,” the cardiologist said as he pressed his fingers against Lucky’s femoral artery with one hand. The nurse slapped a large, wicked appearing syringe into his other hand, the overhead light making its needle gleam like a steel dagger. “The midazolam should start working now. You won’t be unconscious but you will relax and probably won’t remember anything.” 

Lucky closed his eyes and sank back onto the scrawny excuse for a pillow, wishing the doctor’s magic potion could truly erase the memories, stop the nightmares that flashed before his eyes in a constant, never-ending instant replay.

Breathe in, breathe out.

His brain grew foggy and despite his best efforts, he began to remember...
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Christmas Eve, two nights ago

Lucky’s muddled thoughts slowly coalesced as brain and body rejoined. Pain stabbed through his arms and legs. A jackhammer pounded behind his eyes. 

It was freezing. Then he realized he was naked except for his boxers. They’d come for him while he slept. He remembered fighting, struggling, the crash of breaking glass, a bright blue jolt of electricity shooting through him. His legs crumbling, his awareness spiraling down into blackness.

Lucky cautiously opened one eye. The pounding in his head increased momentarily, then resumed its previous rumble, so he opened the other. 

A wave of nausea hit him. He tried to lean forward but couldn’t. He laid on his back, hogtied, arms and legs pinned beneath the weight of his body, duct tape binding them together. He blinked, swallowed back the nausea and drew in a deep breath to clear his vision.

He was on the dirt floor of some kind of prefab hut. A single dim light bulb hung overhead. Abandoned mine, the fact wavered in his consciousness.

Lucky had the sudden image of dark shafts with deep, deep drops into the nether lands of the earth. Great place to dispose of a body. 

A steel-toed boot nudged his ribs. “Wake up, sleeping beauty,” came a high-pitched voice that could have belonged to a man or woman. The nudge turned into a bruising kick. “Now!” the voice commanded. “I didn’t give you that big of jolt.”

Lucky rolled away from the next kick, this one would have broken a few bones if he’d allowed it to connect. He opened his eyes. Crouched over him was a flinty-eyed man with a large head, long, gangling arms and thick legs connected to a squat trunk. He wasn’t a dwarf, but was short and bow-legged, like the deputy in that old TV show, Gunsmoke. Only a helluva lot uglier.

The man grinned down at Lucky, his breath fetid enough that Lucky gagged. “Hey, Preacher,” he shouted, escalating the crashing in Lucky’s head to a deafening crescendo, “secret agent man is awake!” 

He held a hand up with a small device. Blue lightning arced between two terminals as he teased Lucky with the stun gun, feinting toward Lucky’s naked skin and laughing as Lucky pulled back.

“So you remember my toy?” the man said. “You’re gonna see a lot more of it.”

“Who are you?” Lucky asked, maintaining his cover. “What do you want?” He tried to keep his voice from quivering, but it was hard to do when his body was shivering uncontrollably. 

All he could think of was the FBI agent The Preacher’s fanatic militia group, The Crusade, had tortured and murdered six months ago. Chase, he told himself, his stomach now contorting into a strangled knot. He had to protect Chase, couldn’t give them anything that would blow Chase’s cover too. No sense both of them getting killed.

“Name’s Fergus,” the man told him with a laugh. 

Another man entered the small shack, his shadow darkening Lucky’s vision. 

“I expect you can guess who I am,” the second man’s voice was rich and compelling. A voice that had built a terrorist network bent on destroying the United States in a so-called Second Revolution.

The Preacher. He held his palm out and Fergus reluctantly parted with the stun gun. 

The hair on Lucky’s neck stood at attention as The Preacher squatted down beside him, staring into Lucky’s eyes as if weighing his worth.

“I’m a busy man, Agent Cavanaugh,” The Preacher said, his tone as hypnotic as a cobra’s dance. “But I promise you, I won’t shirk my duties. You will either tell me who you are working with. Or,” Lucky tried to ignore Fergus’ insane grin of delight as the dwarf peered over The Preacher’s shoulder, “you’ll die a most unpleasant death.”

Before Lucky could respond, The Preacher planted the stun gun over Lucky’s heart. A surge of pain shot through his chest and up into his left shoulder. Lucky cried out as his muscles locked into spasm. His heart stuttered for a moment, then raced. 

Lucky lay there, panting, cold sweat breaking out over his body as the pain slowly subsided. A residual pins and needles sensation continued down his left arm and his hand flopped uselessly behind his back.

And so the night began…

Hours later, a woman called Lucky’s name, beckoning him from the dark comfort he had enveloped himself in. She stood, surrounded by a lush forest of trees, streams of sunlight dancing through the rich canopy of leaves to illuminate her in golden radiance. 

Long, thick dark hair swirled over her shoulders, but could not camouflage the rich curves of her body. She held out a hand, beckoning for him to join her.

The forest felt primeval, removed from time and space. Lucky stretched his hand, yearning to join the raven-haired beauty. Pain came at him from every direction, but still he tried to reach her. 

Their fingers touched and joined. She was almost as tall as he was, their hands fit together perfectly, and suddenly the pain was gone. For one blissful moment, she was his entire universe and he was at peace. 

Not the calmness of surrender. Rather a deep, certain knowledge that he would survive. 

He had to, how else would he ever get the chance to meet her? He couldn’t give up, not now that he had something to live for, something more than loyalty to a cause or to a friend.

She was his life and he was going to find her again. All Lucky had to do was stay alive.

He choked on his own blood, and her image faded as Lucky coughed himself awake. 

The shack was empty. Where did his Lady go? His thoughts were hazy, and he fought to focus his vision. 

She was never there, a cruel whisper from the recesses of his mind taunted him as he struggled to sit up. Just a mirage conjured from the Art Survey course he took to impress that sophomore—what was her name?

Juliet—no that was what Lucky had called her. Julie, that was it, plain old Julie. He remembered sitting in the dark auditorium, holding her hand while larger than life Raphael and Botticelli paintings floated on the screen before them. Man, those guys had it right—women should be life-sized, warm flesh you could get a hand on, not waifs too fragile for a man to touch.

He spit out a mouthful of blood. Bit his tongue during that last session—was it the third, or the fourth? No matter. He hadn’t said anything, had kept his attention focused on trying to find any distinguishing characteristic he could use to identify The Preacher in the future. 

He ran his tongue over parched lips. His entire left side was tingling with sharp jolts that ran from his heart down to his fingertips. He tried to wiggle his left hand, but it flapped useless in his right.

Lucky blew his breath out, fully awake now. He might have had a seizure after the last electric shock session—or maybe a heart attack. 

His chest felt like an elephant was sitting on it. Ugly purple marks where the prongs of the stun gun had burnt his skin were grouped over his heart.

Hey, he was still breathing, time to worry about the rest later. In between each session, he’d been busy prying the metal trim free from the base of the desk. The painstaking process had loosened a two inch by one inch strip of metal that he had managed to bend out before the last session. Thank God, they hadn’t noticed it.

Now or never, Lucky told himself as he inched over across the floor, his arms and legs screaming in agony from their position behind him. Finally he reached his destination. He hauled himself upright and began the painful process of sawing through the duct tape that bound him.

When Fergus returned, Lucky played possum, lying on the dirt floor, hands clutching his homemade shiv beneath him. The bowlegged caricature of a man squatted down, reached to roll Lucky over onto his stomach.

Lucky kept his body a dead weight until Fergus had him halfway rolled over, exposing the side of Fergus’ neck. Then he aimed a knee into Fergus’s abdomen and shoved his weight on top of him, the jagged edge of the shiv at the other man’s jugular.

Fergus went white, and he shouted a curse. “You were dead!”

 “Think again,” Lucky whispered, leveraging his arm against the man’s windpipe to shut him up before any of his partners heard his cries. “Where’s The Preacher? Who else is here?”

The little man just kept shaking his head, muttering gibberish. Typical bully. Give them any show of resistance and they crumble. Of course, seeming to return from the dead hadn’t hurt Lucky’s street cred.

“Tell me, Fergus!” He lifted the shiv and held it in front of the man’s face.

“Go to hell!” Fergus crashed his beefy fist into Lucky’s windpipe. 

Lucky’s vision darkened with pain as he gasped for breath. He swiped his blade down, felt it dig into the flesh of Fergus’ neck, but Fergus deflected it before it could do any serious damage. Fergus pushed Lucky off him and scrambled to grab a length of thick chain piled by the door. 

Lucky caught his breath and rolled to his feet. Fergus was swinging the chain before him, aiming to snag Lucky’s knife hand with it. Lucky feinted with his shiv, then stepped forward, extending his left arm to take the blow from the chain.

The heavy chain wrapped around Lucky’s forearm like a python strangling its prey. Fergus howled with victory as he wrenched the chain tighter, pulling Lucky forward onto his knees.

“You’re gonna stay dead this time!” he roared as he lifted a length of chain around Lucky’s neck and used both hands to tighten it.

Lucky leaned his weight back, forcing Fergus to step closer. Just a little bit more, he thought as his vision darkened. Fergus obliged, leaning forward to watch Lucky’s suffering.

Giving Lucky the opening he had been hoping for. Lucky rammed the homemade blade up, burying it into Fergus’s groin. 

Fergus jerked back in astonishment and Lucky yanked the knife out. A spray of blood spurted from Fergus’s femoral artery. Fergus dropped the chain, clasped both hands over the wound and staggered backward. 

Lucky uncoiled the chain from his neck and stumbled to his feet, aimed another blow under Fergus’ ribcage.

This time Fergus dropped to the ground, one hand flailing for the shiv stuck in his chest, the other slipping in the blood streaming from his thigh. Lucky dropped the chain onto the floor and crouched beside the dying man.

“Last chance, Fergus,” he said. “Where’s The Preacher? Who is he? What does he have planned?”

The little man’s color grew ashen. He twisted his lips into a grimace, and his hand tightened on the blade in his chest.

“The death of all of you.” Fergus’s words were slurred by hatred and effort. “He’s going to kill you, Cavanaugh. I’ll see you in hell.”

Before Lucky could stop him, Fergus wrenched the shiv out of his chest. A fresh blossom of blood streamed over his shirt and his eyes closed. Lucky put pressure on the wound, but knew that without the blade slowing the blood loss, it was a useless gesture. He felt for a pulse. There was none.

Lucky sat back on his heels, his body covered in blood, shivering with cold and adrenalin. He took a breath in, let it out, his eyes never leaving the body of the man he had killed. 

He needed to move fast, warn Chase, start searching for The Preacher—the realization hit that Lucky was probably the only law enforcement officer alive who knew exactly what The Preacher looked like. 

He closed his eyes, blocked out the stench of blood and fear and urine, blocked out the pain lancing through his body, the thick, heavy feeling of his left side, the arctic cold that threatened to devour him. Blocked out what had happened and what The Preacher would do to him if he ever caught Lucky again and the fact that Lucky had just killed a man with his own hands.

Blocked out everything until the only thing that remained was the fleeting glimpse of his Lady. Then she too was gone, vanished in the darkness. Her words sang through his mind, a haunting whisper in the darkness.

Life is hope.
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“Agent Cavanaugh? Open your eyes. There you go, that’s good. You’re in the cardiac care unit, everything went fine. You’re going to be fine. You understand, Agent Cavanaugh? You’re going to be just fine.”

Lucky focused on the smiling face of his doctor and knew the man lied. No matter what the verdict from his heart biopsy was, everything was not going to be fine. 

Never again.










CHAPTER 1

Lost River Mountain, January 18





Helluva place for a city boy. Lucky wished he were back home in DC, familiar streets and buildings framing every view instead of these West Virginia mountains with their wide-open spaces alternating with claustrophobic stands of tall trees looming over the narrow road.

“You’re sure you know where you’re going?” Lucky asked his fellow ATF agent as Tillburn drove them deeper into the shadows of the Appalachians. 

“Of course I do,” Tillburn said. “These rednecks always want to meet on their own turf. Makes ‘em feel superior to the gangbangers from the projects. Don’t know why. They all want the same stuff. Bigger, badder, faster. I figure these Liberty guys will be wanting some MAC-10’s modified to full auto, maybe a few AK’s, nothing too fancy.” 

Lucky reached over to turn up the Redskins game on the radio. He should’ve known better when Tillburn burst into the lab this morning, asking, “Hey, Lucky, still got all your fingers and toes?” by way of greeting. 

Tillburn was a cowboy, one of the agents who worked undercover for the ATF. The cowboys always figured Lucky got his nickname because he had yet to lose any major body parts in the six years he’d been a demo man. 

Lucky and his fellow demolitions experts were looked upon as “kooks” by their undercover counterparts who preferred the adrenalin rush of the streets to the more tedious but no less dangerous work of defusing and analyzing bombs.

After trying it once and barely escaping with his life, Lucky didn’t understand the allure of street work. Give him the well-ordered life of demolitions any day: he got to blow things up, then dissect and rebuild them, all in a setting where chemistry and electricity followed the predictable laws of physics. 

If he wanted adrenalin, he could go out on a call with the Metro Bomb Squad guys. They liked having him along, there hadn’t been a bomb yet that Lucky couldn’t either disarm or safely contain.

“I told you I had to be in Fairfax by seven tonight,” he reminded Tillburn. If the Redskins hadn’t been hosting the NFC championship for the first time since ‘91, this would have never happened. The only person left in the office when Tillburn came looking for backup was Lucky. He wasn’t even supposed to be there. He had the weekend off, was going to be best man in a wedding this evening.

“Don’t worry, this will be quick. It’s only a meet and greet. All you have to do is stand there and look intimidating.” Tillburn cut his eyes over at Lucky’s scrawny frame and shrugged. “Well, just stand there anyway. I don’t expect any trouble.”

Lucky shook his head at the undercover agent’s cavalier attitude. His last partner, Chase Westin, had spent the better part of a year undercover with The Preacher’s renegade militia. 

When Lucky joined him for a few short months that had seemed to stretch into eternity and which had nearly got both of them killed, Chase taught him never to take anything for granted when you were undercover. “Murphy’s Law rules,” Chase would say whenever a monkey wrench got thrown into the works.

Like a pretty FBI agent showing up with her own agenda and covert operation, Lucky thought with a smile. KC had ended up saving both his and Chase’s lives. If Chase hadn’t beaten him to the punch, Lucky would have proposed to her himself. 

“Stonewall Jackson invented guerrilla warfare and tactics in these mountains,” Lucky said, trying to ease the knot of apprehension that constricted his stomach with each mile they drove. 

 Tillburn turned off the highway, and they headed further into the mountains. “That so? I’ll bet Whitney and his crew think they’re still fighting his battles.” 

The radio faded to static. Tillburn cursed as he tried in vain to recapture the Redskins. Layers of gunmetal-grey clouds pressed down overhead, and even though it was three in the afternoon, the sun had vanished into an early twilight. 

Snow banked against the edge of the twisty road, a good two feet or more that gusts of wind had scoured and etched into a bizarre menagerie of beasts guarding their forbidden wilderness.

Lucky watched the trees bend in the wind, as if trying to block their progress into the forest. He shivered and reached to turn the heater up high. Definitely no place for a city boy.

“I told you not to touch anything, right?” Lucky asked.

“Yeah, yeah, that’s how The Preacher blew your cover last month, he has a back door into our undercover agent database. Thought the computer geeks were beefing up security.” Tillburn didn’t act as if he were too concerned. 

“The Preacher broke through security the last time we upgraded,” he reminded Tillburn. “Don’t underestimate him, he might be crazy, but he’s one smart bastard.”

Tillburn glanced at Lucky. “Right, you’ve actually met him, haven’t you? About the only person to live to tell the tale.”

“Watch the road,” Lucky groused, his fingers stroking the rabbit’s foot on his leather jacket. He wasn’t superstitious. The rabbit’s foot was a gift from his older sister. It reminded him of home, family, of why he did what he did. 

Growing up the youngest of five kids with a father on the Metro force and his three older brothers following in Dad’s footsteps, the importance of “protect and serve” had been drilled into him at a young age. Lucky and his sister, Alice, were the rebels of the Cavanaugh clan. Alice had joined the Secret Service while he’d parlayed his master’s in chemical engineering into a career with the ATF.

Going undercover for a few hours was no big deal, but he was getting a bad feeling about this. Why couldn’t the Liberty Hunt Club have come into DC to go shopping for their munitions instead of forcing them to traipse all over creation?

“Almost there,” Tillburn said. They passed a sign announcing that they were entering the Lost River National Forest and Wilderness Area. “Yeah, that road on the right.” 

The BMW, the product of a DEA curtailment, fish-tailed as they turned onto a gravel drive. Another few miles and they pulled up to a small, white-framed house with two pickup trucks and a Ford Expedition parked in front.

“Remember, let me do all the talking,” Tillburn said as they left the car. 

Lucky slid his hand inside his jacket, touched the grip of his forty caliber Glock and nodded. He eyed the gathering clouds warily. Chase was going to kill him if he was late for the wedding. “Let’s go.”

They entered the Liberty Hunt Club. The door opened directly into a large room with fireplaces at either end and a long bar along the back wall. A balding man with glasses sat at a desk immediately inside the door, a laptop before him. Behind the bar, a beefy, red-faced man poured a glass of Bookers for one of the other two men waiting.

There was silence for a moment, except for the clicking of the man typing on the laptop. Lucky positioned himself beside the door and hunched his shoulders, trying to look menacing. 

The guy at the computer kept looking up at him, squinting his eyes like he thought Lucky was spying on him. What was he doing, Lucky wondered, surfing porn?

Tillburn strode forward and shook the two men’s hands, declined their offer of a drink. “No thanks, still have to make it off this mountain in one piece. You all have a beautiful place up here, but I’d like to get down to business. Got to get back to the city, you know.”

“No problem,” a tall, broad shouldered, grey-haired man wearing a silk polo said with a nonchalant wave to the bartender. 

Must be Whitney, the leader, Lucky thought. Tillburn had told him that these guys mainly used their hunt club as a dodge to get away from the women folk and talk about the way things would be if they ran the government, reminisce about the South’s good ole days. Their records were clean. 

Tillburn thought they were mainly harmless, but if they wanted to buy some illegal arms, he’d be happy to sell to them—and then bust their asses. A collar was a collar, even if it was a bunch of hicks.

Lucky didn’t think these men were a bunch of hicks. 

Whitney slid an iPhone from his pocket and held it out for Tillburn to see his “shopping list”. His partner, a narrow-faced, tall, skinny guy with sideburns like Elvis Presley, sauntered towards the door and looked over the computer guy’s shoulder. He wore a camouflage hunting parka but beneath it his shirt was Brooks Brothers. 

This didn’t feel right. 

“Hey, Tillburn, we got to get going,” he said, hoping the cowboy would take the hint.

Tillburn ignored him as he considered Whitney’s list, his lips pursed together in a silent whistle. “This here’s a pretty big order. What kind of time frame are we talking about?”

“Two days.”

“Rush job will cost you extra. Seven-fifty should cover it, you can keep the truck.” 

Lucky looked up at that. This was more than a few MAC-10’s. A hell of a lot more. 

“Our last supplier said he could get it for half a mill.”

“So what’cha need me for?” Tillburn shrugged, moved as if to leave. Lucky caught his eye, gestured to the door, but Whitney called them back.

“Wait, it’s a deal.” Whitney looked down at the computer guy whose fingers were still flying over the keys. 

Tillburn smiled. “Half now, half on delivery.”

“You think you’re dealing with amateurs? One hundred now, the rest on delivery. After I’ve inspected everything and test fired one round from each box.”

Lucky crossed his arms, one hand inside his jacket on his Glock. If something was going to go wrong it would be now, when the money came into play.

“Nice doing business with a pro. Next time why don’t you come on into the city instead of dragging me all the way out here?” Tillburn said.

The balding guy at the computer abruptly stopped typing and looked over at Whitney, a frown on his face. The room grew ominously silent. 

Lucky edged forward to where he could cover Tillburn’s back, but between the guy at the bar and the two at the front of the room, they were caught in a crossfire.

“He’s no good,” the computer guy said, jerking his chin at Tillburn.

Whitney nodded to the other two men. The bartender drew a Beretta while Brooks Brothers pulled a Taurus Raging Bull from under his jacket. Lucky saw the almost foot-long bad boy revolver, a favorite on the streets of DC, and blanched. 

These guys weren’t kidding. The Taurus took forty-four Magnum rounds, guaranteed to stop a grizzly in its tracks.

“Nice try, guys,” Whitney said. 

Lucky watched in horror as before Tillburn could blink, Brooks Brothers shot him at point blank range. The boom of the Taurus thundered through the room. Lucky didn’t have to look twice to see that Tillburn was dead, a hole the size of a nickel drilled through his forehead. 

Lucky kicked the desk over, returning fire, using it as cover as more gunfire erupted, now aimed at him. He shot the bartender and the guy dropped out of sight. The computer guy grabbed him from behind, ruining his aim as he tried for Whitney. 

Computer Guy scrambled, grasping his laptop like it was the crown jewels. Lucky gave him a hard shove, knocking him into Brooks Brothers.

The computer skidded across the wood floor, and Lucky grabbed it. Firing one last salvo over his shoulder, he ran out the door.

Damn it, not again, the thought raced through his mind as he sprinted over the gravel. He’d had enough of people shooting at him last month—only this time he didn’t have Chase or KC to rely on for backup. This time he was on his own.

Out in the middle of nowhere. 

The sound of gunshots punctuated his curses as he wrenched the BMW’s door open. Then came a sharp kick of pain in his left shoulder, kind of like running full throttle into a brick wall. An ominous wetness and burning sensation crept down the inside of his shirt.

Man, this just keeps getting better. He threw himself and the laptop into the front seat of the BMW, grit his teeth and tried his best to block out the pain as he turned the key in the ignition. 

Another bullet slammed into the windshield. The glass cracked into a starburst but didn’t shatter. 

Good old German engineering, the thought danced on waves of pain as he skidded the BMW into reverse and backed down the drive, his foot to the floor on the accelerator. He hit the paved road and spun the wheel, propelling the car into a sharp turn, then sped down the mountain.

He fumbled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket, leaving the Glock between his knees in case he needed to grab it quickly, and dialed with one hand. Nothing. He risked his life, glanced down at the phone. No signal. 

Headlights filled the rearview mirror. He threw the phone aside, straining to keep the car on the road. 

Lucky had a feeling that he wasn’t going to make it home in time for Chase and KC’s wedding.










CHAPTER 2





God save her from idiots, Vinnie Ryan thought as she negotiated the curves leading to Lost River Mountain. 

She sipped from her extra-large cup of Sheetz coffee and looked up at the sky. Snow tonight, maybe next few days. Good, snowed in up at her cabin was like heaven to Vinnie. Peace and quiet.

And no idiots to rescue. She’d spent the last two days at the New River Gorge, searching for two kayakers who thought January was a great time to try running the Gauley with the new boats they’d gotten for Christmas. 

One had been swamped on Hangman rapid, lost his boat and almost drowned. The other tried to pull them both to shore and smashed his kayak on the rocks. The two geniuses had then decided to try to hike out—up the sheer cliff walls of the gorge—and had been stranded halfway to the top. It was sheer dumb luck Vinnie and her team had found them before they died.

Why were men always in search of new and creative ways to try to circumvent the laws of Nature? It was as if they felt compelled to prove Darwin right.

She pressed down on the accelerator, happy to be driving the steeply graded switchbacks. She loved the way her Subaru hugged the curves, and she was in a rush to get back home before the snow got serious. 

The car was silent. The early darkness enveloped her and the Forester as if they were alone in the universe.

Just the way she liked it.

The sound of a car horn shrieking made her jump. She glanced into the rearview mirror and was surprised to see headlights bearing down on her just as she entered a hairpin turn. What the hell—hadn’t she had enough suicidal idiots to contend with for one weekend?

The car behind her was right on her bumper, its horn blaring. As if she had anywhere to go to get out of his way. The only things separating her and the Subaru from the sheer drop off the side of the mountain were a few feet of gravel and some oak trees. 

The car tried to pass her, but the driver thought the better of it as the curve tightened, and he swerved back behind her, grazing her bumper. She fought to control the Forester, its passenger side wheels spinning into the gravel.

Her coffee bounced from the cup holder, splashing everywhere as she forced the car back onto solid pavement. Headlights blinded her when she looked into the mirror. The road straightened as it swept from one curve into the next. The car behind her gunned its engine and roared past. 

Good riddance. Vinnie eased her sweaty grip on the steering wheel. The other car rounded the next curve, and she slowed down, caught her breath and unclenched her hands, trying to shake the life back into them.

Must be a city slicker. No one else would drive these mountains like a lunatic, not unless they had a death wish. 

Lord, just get me back to my cabin in one piece, she prayed, glancing at the St. Christopher’s medallion hanging from her rearview mirror. A little peace and quiet, was that so much to ask for?

She pulled out of the next switchback. A hundred feet in front of her red taillights angled off the road. The idiot would have smashed his way down the mountain if it weren’t for the large oak tree that halted his progress. 

Hitting her brakes, she skidded to a stop beside the crumpled BMW. 

So much for prayers being answered. 

Vinnie was used to it. She and God hadn’t been on very good terms since her husband, Michael, died two years ago. 

She was too stubborn to have the blind faith her religious upbringing called for, to believe that any good could come from Michael’s death. She figured God was just as stubborn, since he hadn’t shown her the sign she asked for, any sign that there was some kind of plan, that it was worth her while to have faith and bide her time patiently awaiting His design to unfold.

Hey, it was God’s own damn fault: He created stubbornness, Vinnie just happened to have gotten a double helping of the trait.

She unbuckled and climbed out of her car, grabbing her flashlight from the driver’s side compartment. The front of the BMW was crumpled, but the driver was still inside. 

That was good, an ejection at the speed he was going would have been a death sentence. She slipped through the snow-covered gravel until she reached his door. It had been flung open by the impact, and he was slumped against the driver’s seat. His seatbelt was on—all right, so he wasn’t a total idiot—and the powdery remnants of a deployed air bag filled the interior.

Carefully supporting his neck, Vinnie felt his carotid pulse. Airway intact, good breathing, pulse steady but a little fast, the ABC’s of trauma ran through her mind in an automatic checklist.

“Don’t move,” she said when his eyes flickered open. “You have no idea how lucky you are, mister. Can you feel any pain anywhere?”

He started to shake his head, but she held his neck still. She looked down to reprimand him, but something about his face, those eyes, grabbed her attention, forced all other thoughts away for a split second. Did she know him? She didn’t—did she? No, it was just a trick of the light, she told herself, firmly refocusing her attention where it ought to be, on his injuries.

But she couldn’t explain the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end or the way her pulse had raced into overdrive.

“I said, don’t move,” she repeated in a sharp tone that even idiots could understand. She didn’t smell any alcohol on him, maybe he was doing drugs? 

The goose-egg on his forehead oozed blood. His long brown hair was tied back with a leather thong, and he wore a leather trench coat. Definitely city folk.

“Just answer yes or no,” Vinnie continued. “Can you move your arms and legs? Where does it hurt?”

“I’m fine,” he said with the slightest hint of a tremor in his voice. “Got to get going.”

“You’re not going anywhere except to a hospital,” Vinnie told him. She aimed the light into his eyes. 

They were a warm, rich hazel with gold flecks. His pupils were equal in size, responding to the light. He raised an arm to bat her away, but she ignored him. Neck seemed to be all right, but what was this? she wondered as she palpated his clavicles. 

He groaned, grabbed her hand with his right one as she opened the jacket and saw blood on his left shoulder.

That didn’t come from any car accident. Her stomach did a quick somersault. She knew a gunshot wound when she saw one—had seen way too many when she worked as a medic in the city. She dropped her hand, let the jacket flap close.

“Stay right here, I’m going to get some supplies from my car.” She started to back out of the car when his left hand grabbed at her sleeve. 

“Wait,” he said in a weak voice. 

She leaned forward to hear what he was saying and saw the gun he raised in his right hand. The very large, very black, gun pointed at her face. She sucked in her breath, tore her gaze away from the gun to meet his eyes. He didn’t look like he was joking.

He looked grim. Like maybe he was getting ready to die and didn’t mind taking her along for the ride.

“Hey mister, I just want to help,” she said, surprised by how steady her voice was. The same soft voice she used to use with psychos and crackheads in the projects.

“No time. Help me into your car.” His voice didn’t sound so weak now. It sounded determined. The gun jabbed into her cheekbone. “Now.”

“You shouldn’t be moved. I’m a paramedic, trust me.”

“Right, and I’m a priest. Hurry, they’ll be here soon.”

He grabbed onto her belt and used her weight as leverage, swinging his legs around, fighting gravity. He steadied his gun hand against the car frame as he worked to pull himself upright. This was her chance. She could knock the gun away, outrun him, get into her car and drive away.

Or she could be shot in the back. The sharp, metallic tang of gunpowder filled her memory. She of all people knew what kind of damage a gunshot at close range could do. 

She looked down at him, saw desperation in his eyes, and something more, that same feeling of familiarity, of recognition that had startled her earlier. 

Vinnie made her choice. Slipping her hands around his waist, she hauled him to his feet, steadying him until he got his balance. His face went white, and he winced against the pain, but didn’t fall.

He leaned his weight against her, and she led him to the Subaru, helped him into the passenger seat. She was moving to the driver’s side when he pushed his door open again.

“I can’t leave the computer,” he said. “It’s evidence. I need that.”

Here she was trying to be a Good Samaritan, at gunpoint at that, and the idiot was blathering about some computer. She moved back to his side before he could manage to get his feet on the ground.

“Get in. It’s not far to the hospital in Winchester.”

“No!” He raised the gun once more. “I need that computer.”

Vinnie stepped back, opened her arms wide, making herself an easy target. “You’re not going to get very far if you shoot me.” 

“I’ll explain later. Please,” his voice dropped and the gun sagged as if he was running out of energy, “please, just get the computer. It was in the front seat. Hurry, there’s not much time.”

It was faster to comply than to stand there in the snow arguing. She ran back to the BMW, retrieved the laptop from the floor of the passenger seat and returned to the Subaru. She shoved the laptop at him, fastened both their seatbelts, and pulled back out onto the road.

“Wanna tell me who shot you?” she asked after they drove for a few moments in silence.

He ignored her question, instead peered at the speedometer. “Can’t you go any faster?”

“Excuse me, treacherous mountain road, white out conditions—I’m thinking twenty miles over the speed limit is fast enough.”

He gave her a grunt for a reply and fumbled in his pockets. “Where’s my cell phone?”

“Not my turn to keep track of it.”

“Do you have one?”

“No. There’s no signal out here if I did. No cell towers allowed in the Forest.”

“Freaking wilderness.”

“No, the Lost River Wilderness. Mister, don’t you even know where you are?”

“Middle of nowhere, going nowhere fast.” 

She glanced over as he opened the computer and turned it on, the glow from the screen turned the blood on his face black and made his skin look paler than a corpse’s. Vinnie shuddered and focused on the road.

“What’s wrong now?” he asked. As if being held at gunpoint in her own car, hurtling down a mountainside in a snowstorm with a stranger giving her orders wasn’t enough?

“Nothing, I just had a premonition.”

“My luck, I get picked up by a crazy lady. You one of them psychics? I heard there was some kind of coven up here in the mountains.”

“No,” she said, disdain dripping from her voice, “and that’s witches. I’m a wildlife biologist for the Forestry Service.” Another grunt was her only answer as his fingers flew over the keyboard. “What’s so important about that computer? Who are you?”

When he answered it was as if he was talking to himself more than to her. “That’s what I’d like to know. How did they know who we were?” 

He looked up, peered out the window and shook his head at the snow and trees. “How far to civilization? I need the nearest phone.”

“Gotta cash in those mutual funds, right? You need a hospital, not a phone. You’re lucky you weren’t killed back there.” 

Headlights filled her rear view mirror once again. That bad feeling she had before now turned into good old fashioned, stomach-clenching fear. “There’s a car behind us, driving almost as crazy as you were. Are those the guys who shot you?”

He rolled down his window, seemed oblivious to the snow blowing in as he adjusted his mirror. He looked over at her, and she met his eyes. They were very nice eyes—but worth risking her life over? 

“Oh yeah, that’s them.” Regret colored his voice. He sounded sincere. “Sorry I got you into this mess, but those men will kill us if they catch us, so don’t slow down for anything, got it?”

Like she hadn’t already figured that one out for herself.










CHAPTER 3





“If I’m gonna get myself killed helping you, think you can at least tell me why? Or who you are?” Vinnie asked, keeping her eyes on the road ahead.

“I’m a federal agent, ATF. I’m one of the good guys.” He craned his head out the window to watch their pursuers. “They’re gaining. Look, I’ll tell you the whole story over tea and crumpets if you just hit the gas and get us the hell out of here.”

Vinnie glanced down at the speedometer. They were already going fifty miles an hour around curves posted at twenty-five. She gave the gas pedal a nudge, praying that there was no black ice on the pavement as they rounded the next one going sixty. 

It was the first of three tight curves that switchbacked around the mountain, and she needed both hands to keep control of the car. She accelerated whenever she felt the wheels begin to slip, avoided the brakes and used the clutch and gears to keep the Subaru on the road. Her hands flew back from the gearshift to the wheel, both feet working in tandem, and she felt like she was channeling Mario Andretti.

It worked until the last curve, posted at twenty miles an hour, which she came out of on two wheels, holding her breath and leaning over in an unconscious effort to flip the car the right way back onto all its wheels.

They came down with a jolt that jarred the breath from her. Vinnie cut her eyes over to her passenger who was clenching the dashboard with a white-knuckled grip.

“Fast enough for you?” she asked with a grin. His window was still open, and the fresh air mixed with adrenalin to give her a pleasant head rush.

Her exhilaration was dashed almost immediately as the SUV caught up to them on the straightaway, ramming into their rear bumper. 

The impact snapped Vinnie’s jaws together. She kept control of the car and pressed the accelerator to the floor, shifting down.

The SUV pulled up beside them, swerving into Vinnie’s side of the car, trying to force her off the road. She hunched forward over the steering wheel, refusing to make it easy for them. 

“Hang on!” she shouted as a sickening crunch echoed through the car. She almost lost it, wheels spinning on the gravel between her and the edge of the mountain, then pulled ahead once more. Heedless of any oncoming traffic, she used both lanes as she maneuvered her way down the mountainside.

“Can’t you shoot them or something?” she asked her passenger, Mr. Federal Agent. 

What good was he, anyway? She was doing all the work, it was her car getting the crap beat out of it, and all he did was sit there bleeding over everything. 

Then she saw how much blood he was losing. Aw hell, she wasn’t going to lose him, not after all this. She elbowed his left side, and he straightened. “Hey, you still with me?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Just trying to get a good shot.”

She didn’t mention that his hand holding his gun was shaking worse than a quaking aspen in a windstorm. Instead, she swerved to the inside of the next curve. Which put them back on the outside of the steep drop off the mountain. Not to mention on the wrong side of the road going around a blind curve. 

The driver of the SUV took the opening she gave him. His engine whined he pushed the larger vehicle to catch up in the other lane.

“What the hell are you doing?” her passenger asked.

“Trust me.”

The SUV was maneuvering into perfect position to topple Vinnie off the side of the mountain. Vinnie alternated gauging the curve ahead and looking in her side view mirror where the SUV was close enough that she could see the passenger—and his large, silver gun aimed at her. 

She shifted down, the Subaru’s engine protesting but still giving her the power she needed. They surged forward as she steered out of the curve. 

The next curve was a reverse of the first. Now Vinnie’s car hugged the mountain, and the SUV was vulnerable. She backed off on her speed just a notch, then hit the brakes, sending the Subaru into a controlled skid, turning the wheel so that they collided with the SUV’s back rear panel.

 The SUV spun off the road, gravel spitting behind it as it roared off the mountainside, airborne. Vinnie twisted the steering wheel, straightening them out of the skid and keeping them on the road.

Her passenger let out a war cry that filled the small car and sent a glow of pride through Vinnie. 

“Hot damn, lady! You belong at Le Mans!” He chuckled as he looked out his window, then finally seeming to notice the cold and snow, rolled it back up. “Where’d you learn to drive like that?”

Vinnie sighed. He had to ask, didn’t he? 

“My husband,” she said, glancing at her visor where Michael’s photo was snugged beneath a rubber band so that he was always with her. “He was a cop in Pittsburgh.”

“Remind me not to mess with any Pittsburgh drivers—or cops.” 

She glanced over and saw that his attention had returned to the laptop, the gun lay forgotten on the console between them. She could easily grab it. It wasn’t like he was in any shape to use it, even if he was who he said he was.

She edged her hand from the gearshift down to the console. Quick as a snake strike, his good hand was there, squeezing hers so tight she couldn’t hide her wince of pain.

“Naughty girl,” he chided her. 

This wasn’t a game, she thought with a surge of fury. At him for involving her in this mess, at herself for allowing herself to get involved. And for trusting him—as if a pair of nice eyes and a kind face made up for him holding her at gunpoint.

“If you’re who you say you are,” she said as his grip loosened, but he still kept hold of her hand, “then show me your credentials.”

“Sorry. Don’t carry them on me when I’m UC—undercover,” he translated.

“I know what it stands for,” she snapped, her patience at an end. “You trust me to save your sorry ass, but you don’t trust me with your name?”

“Honey, I’ll trust you with my life. It’s what’s in this computer that has me doubting. It could get too many people killed, good guys.” He nodded to Michael’s photo on the visor. “You’re a cop’s wife, you should understand.”

“You won’t have to worry much longer, here’s the cavalry.” She pointed through the windshield down the mountainside, several switchbacks away where flashing red lights crossed the road. 

His look of relief morphed into concern. 

“We’ve got to get off this road. Now.” His voice was urgent.

“Why? I thought you’d want the cops—”

“I never had a chance to call them. How did they know I was here?”

“Maybe someone else called them? Saw your car wreck?”

“You see anyone else driving out in this weather? Get us the hell out of here!”
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