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      To Dr. Diane LaChapelle

      Ninja psychologist and chronic pain specialist.

      For brainstorming the plot holes and talking me off the ledge.

      Love you.

      E-

      

      Also…

      

      To you, Summer.

      For being the sweet and innocent pixie who comes in guns blazing to kick the most ass.

      It’s been a heck of a ride.
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      “Sign the papers, Jamie.” At seven months pregnant, Kosamina looked as beautiful as the day Jamie Snow had met her—right here—in the emergency department on the first day of their residency at Mass Gen.

      “Ko—”

      “It’s over. We both know it. Let’s not make this any harder than it already is.” She crossed her arms over her scrubs and leaned a hip against the operating table between them.

      “But the baby⁠—”

      “Isn’t yours.”

      No shit. Didn’t take a medical genius to figure out his soon-to-be ex-wife had found someone else to plow her driveway while he’d been on mission with the Joint Task Team. He couldn’t blame her. Not really. Five years was a long time to be apart. Yes, there’d been the occasional furlough, and they’d fucked like bunnies when he’d been home, but apparently, it hadn’t been enough.

      He hadn’t been enough.

      Not for her.

      While he’d fallen fast and hard, his proposal coming after a couple of months of dating, for Ko, their marriage had always been one of convenience. A friends with benefits situation and the perfect arrangement in her opinion.

      They shared an apartment, a bed, and their experience as surgical interns. She hadn’t wanted more. But he had. He’d wanted a real marriage. A wife. Kids. The chaos of a full house. A chance to create the kind of family he hadn’t had growing up. And he’d been young and stupid enough to believe a ring on her finger would change her mind.

      Yeah, whoever had coined the term love is blind had it right, except in his case, it was deaf too. She’d warned him. Told him she wouldn’t hesitate to prioritize her career over everyone and everything.

      Hell, he’d learned that lesson the first year of their marriage. She’d wanted him to join the army. Encouraged him to focus on his military service. Insisted he accept the opportunity with the JTT.

      But despite her indifference toward him, he never truly believed she’d put medicine ahead of her own flesh and blood. Until now. “Who’s the father?”

      “Does it matter?” She frowned and shook her head. “He doesn’t want the baby, and I have no intention of keeping her.”

      Her. Jamie’s chest squeezed tight. A little girl. A daughter. Kosamina’s child. A piece of herself she’d let go of without so much as discussing the options with him. “What if I come home? We can raise her together. The two of us.”

      His hands balling into fists at his sides, his wedding ring dug into his finger. So what if the baby wasn’t his? Didn’t matter. One way or another, his last name would follow her first on the birth certificate. And fuck him if that didn’t make him feel responsible for her well-being.

      Did he still love his wife? No. Not anymore. Not the way a husband should. Did she love him? No. She never really had. Did this mean the time had come to dissolve their marriage? Yes. To be fair, they’d discussed the option more than once.

      The decision to go their separate ways hadn’t come as a surprise, but the itty-bitty plus one tagging along for the ride? A drop your ass to the floor shock to the system. And now that he knew?

      Well, he was fucking here, wasn’t he? Standing in front of a woman who didn’t want him, begging her to let him be her baby’s daddy, all for the sake of a little girl who wasn’t his…but could be.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Ko pushed off the table and threw her hands in the air. “You show up here out of the blue and lay that shit on me?” She rubbed a palm over her swollen abdomen. “This doesn’t change anything. I don’t love you, and I don’t want children. I’m sorry if that hurts you. I truly am. But you need to sign the divorce papers and go back to the JTT because there’s nothing for you here.”

      “Can’t we at least talk about this? Go to the caf? Grab a drink?”

      “No.”

      “Ko, please…” Jamie was clutching at air. He knew it. Still, he couldn’t help himself. He’d been thinking about the baby for weeks, coming to grips with her existence, and trying to figure out how to do the right thing.

      He wasn’t sure staying in a loveless marriage was the way to go. But talking things over face-to-face had felt like something he needed to do. For himself. For Ko. For the baby.

      Despite the risk.

      He was—after all—still a marked man with a target the size of a hubcap on his back. An obstacle to his daddy proposal for sure, but he hadn’t known the offer was coming until it sprang from his lips.

      And now that he’d put it out there? He wanted this. More than ever. He wanted a family. A wife. A daughter. His to cherish. His to protect. Even if it meant he had to step away from the JTT. His best friend Jay, his team, his brothers, they’d have his back. No matter what.

      “This is for the best.” She smoothed her fingers over the hard padding of the operating table as she came around. “We both know it.” She stopped when her protruding belly touched his belt buckle, and he had to lock down his vibrating muscles to keep from laying his hands on her baby bump.

      Reaching around him, she freed the folded papers he’d jammed into the back pocket of his khakis. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to be a wife.” She spread the legal documents out on the gray vinyl. “I don’t want to be a mother.” She pulled a pen out of her breast pocket and clicked it open. “And I don’t want to discuss this any longer.” She hovered the black Bic in front of his aching chest. “Sign.”

      “What about the baby?”

      She lifted the ballpoint higher. “I’ll make sure she finds a good home.”

      Christ. This was it. The end. His marriage an epic failure, and the daughter he’d always wanted going to a good home. Not his home. But a good one. Full of strangers. People who’d care for her, raise her right, and love her wholeheartedly…or maybe not.

      Who the fuck knew what the future held? Eve Langley’s parents certainly hadn’t when they’d died and left her to the loving embrace of a family of serial killers. Jesus. The nightmare they’d put her through before the JTT’s leader Adam Grayson had found her and saved her life.

      He didn’t want that for Ko’s baby. He didn’t want that for any baby. But Jamie wasn’t the father. He had no rights. With no moves left to make, he resigned himself to the reality of his situation and reached for the pen. His fingers brushing against Ko’s, he felt nothing. No spark. No⁠—

      The door burst open. “Ko! Multiple GSWs enroute. Chief wants you in the garage.”

      “How many?” she asked, already rushing toward the woman, everything else, including him, forgotten in her haste.

      “Don’t know. Shooting at the Mayor’s tree lighting ceremony. It’s bad.”

      Jamie tossed the pen onto the papers and followed them out. The organized bedlam of an emergency room on high alert was a familiar sight. Orderlies rushed about, moving patients and prepping equipment while the nurses geared up for the bloody battle ahead.

      In front of a flat-screen TV, the ER doctors stood around, shaking their heads in disbelief at the carnage being broadcast live from Boston Common Park.

      “Okay, people. Let’s get our shit together.” The man speaking held out a black puff jacket to Ko, who put it on but didn’t zipper it while the staff gathered around. “We have a mass casualty event happening right outside our doors. You know what to do. McAneny, Crosswell, Yoon, you’re on triage. Follow the protocols. Focus on the reds. Get them inside as fast as possible. We’ll take as many yellows as we can, when we hit capacity, reroute to BMC or Tufts. Greens are being sent directly to Beth Israel and Brigham. Don’t waste your time on the borderline blacks. We won’t be able to save them all, so let’s focus on those we can. Charlotte?”

      Behind the counter, the nurse communicating with emergency dispatch lifted her gaze from her computer screen. “First bus pulling in, three more two minutes out, multiple casualties onboard.”

      “Alright. Things are about to get messy, folks. Keep your eyes sharp, your heads on straight, and watch your backs. I don’t want any careless injuries. Questions?” Heads shook, the energy and excitement flowing among the group on par with Jamie’s experience in the military.

      They lived for this shit. He did too. Except as a special forces medical sergeant, he’d been a one-man first response team who carried an automatic rifle and two hundred pounds of equipment. On his back. Through the desert. At high noon.

      “Then let’s get to it.” Dismissed by the man in charge, the staff scattered.

      “Ko.” Jamie reached for her arm to slow her departure and remind her of his presence.

      “Who’re you?” her boss asked.

      “Oh shit.” She stopped and turned. “Eric. Jamie.” Hand flapping back and forth between them, she made the quick introduction. “Jamie. Eric.”

      “Eric Altman. Chief of Emergency Medicine.” He held out his palm, and they shook.

      “Jamie Snow. I’m⁠—”

      “I know who you are.” Altman dropped his hand, his gaze turning critical. “You’re Samuel Snow’s kid.”

      “I was about to say, pleased to meet you.” At thirty-four, Jamie wasn’t a kid, and he despised being referred to as his father’s son. The Surgeon-in-Chief at Gen Mass, dear old daddy had a reputation for being a tyrant. Known for making surgical residents cry in the operating theatre, he’d crushed more souls than the devil.

      And this guy—Eric Altman, Chief of Emergency Medicine—could fuck the hell off with his condescending tone and holier-than-thou expression. He wasn’t much older than Jamie, and going by the look that passed between him and Ko, the two of them had shared more than coffee in the breakroom.

      Yeah. Unless he’d misread the non-verbal cues, he stood nose-to-nose with his wife’s extra-marital-curricular activity. “So, Eric, tell me, how long have you been fucking my wife?”

      “Jamie!” Ko grabbed the sleeve of his jacket and tugged as heads popped up over counters, and knowing eyes went wide. No such thing as a secret affair in a hospital unit, and nothing like a little drama to perk people up in the middle of a crisis. “Sorry, Eric. My ex was just leaving.”

      Jamie hitched his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the room they’d vacated as the first trauma patient wheeled past surrounded by four…nope, make that five, emergency room personnel. “The papers⁠—”

      “Print another copy, sign where indicated, and FedEx them to me. I’ll take care of the rest.” With a familiar look of determination stamped on her face, she yanked on him again, and he followed her down the corridor and outside to the ambulance bay.

      The cold December air greeted him with a slap to the face, and the overcast sky promised a dump of wet snow to make the job of saving lives that much harder. “Over here.” She pulled him away from the automatic doors as another shooting victim passed through on a blood-spattered stretcher.

      Meanwhile, two more buses pulled into the garage. And fuck, her day was about to go from bad to worse as the bodies started to pile up. The last thing she needed was an ex-husband getting in her way.

      First and foremost, Kosamina was a trauma doctor.

      One of the best.

      And these people needed her.

      “You should go before someone sees you.”

      As much as he hated to admit it, and as much as he’d like to help, she was right. An emergency response this big would draw a crowd. Media. Rubberneckers. Family members searching for loved ones. Too many people. Too much exposure.

      Thanks to Jay’s mad computer skills, Jamie had used a private plane to slip into Boston under the radar and an alias to walk into Mass Gen undetected. But yeah, the time had come for him to disappear his ass back to the JTT’s home base located in the heart of Montana’s wilderness.

      Not to mention, it would be all hands on deck, and his father would be on his way—if he wasn’t here already. The man practically lived in the OR. And Jamie had no desire to see the king of the underworld. Not today. Not ever.

      “You gonna be alright?” he asked, taking the two halves of Ko’s coat and zippering them together. An old habit, so the die-hard shit must be true.

      She put her palm in his and squeezed, her dark brown eyes searching his. “I’ll be fine. You?”

      “Same.” He hid his regrets behind his smile. “I’m sorry, Ko.”

      “Don’t be. The divorce, the baby, none of this is on you. You’re a good man. An honorable man. It’s why I agreed to marry you in the first place. And why I held on for as long as I did. Deep down, I kept thinking, maybe someday I’d want what you wanted.” She patted her belly with her free hand. “But now that someday is here, nothing has changed.”

      “But maybe if I’d⁠—”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I don’t want you to blame yourself for my mistakes. I’m the one who’s choosing a career over being a wife and mother.” She lifted onto her toes and pecked his cheek. “You need a woman who can love you the way you deserve to be, Jamie. A woman who’ll put you and your family first. That’s not me.”

      At the sound of her name being called along with a code red, she turned her focus to the patient being unloaded from the back of an ambulance. Gone before she’d even taken a step, the time had come for him to let her go.

      “I guess this is it then.” His heart in heavy mourning for what could have been, he bent and pressed a farewell kiss on the top of her head. “You take care.”

      “You too.” With a last squeeze of his fingers, she said her final goodbye, and without so much as a backward glance, she rushed out onto the street to meet the paramedics.

      He didn’t follow. Instead, he skirted the perimeter, staying in the shadows. Best for everyone if he kept out of sight. The floodgates had opened, and filling fast, the garage had started to resemble a scene straight out of Grey’s Anatomy.

      Emergency lights strobed, shouted orders echoed amidst the cries of pain, and medical waste littered the triage area. Bloodied gloves, stripped and discarded, fluttered across the pavement, prodded along by a gust of wind.

      And in the middle of it all—the distinct sound of a fully automatic rifle echoed through the U-shaped bay. For a moment, the brief second of suspension between disbelief and reality, time slowed to a crawl, and the world ceased spinning.

      Then the gunman rounded the corner and open-fired directly into the garage.

      Bullets shattered glass, punched through metal, and ripped apart lives as they exploded through skin and bone. Bodies dropped, the dead count soaring higher with each swing of the rifle’s barrel.

      Screams erupted.

      Already in motion, Jamie pulled his Glock from the holster concealed at the back of his pants. His focus on Ko; he had to get to her before⁠—

      The tack, tack, tack of bullets left a trail of holes in the ambulance she stood behind.

      No!

      The burly paramedic beside her took the first round in the chest. The impact swung his torso in her direction, and with the weight of his body dragging her down, the second round caught her in the head, and she was dead before she hit the ground.

      No! Anguish tore through him, followed close behind by the bullet that took him out at the knee. Mid-step when he was hit, he went down like a sack of rocks, landing in a heap of useless muscles.

      Around him, more people fell. Some alive. Some not so much.

      He rolled onto his back, took aim, and pulled the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times.

      Adrenaline draining as fast as his blood supply, he dropped his weapon and slid his hand beneath his jacket. The warm slick he encountered explained the red-hot fire burning him from the inside out.

      Fuuuck. Not how he pictured himself going out.

      He turned his head to find Ko staring at him. Her eyes unblinking.

      He’d be joining her soon.

      And maybe…just maybe…they’d be a family after all.
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      Summer Summers sucked a cock. Once. She had to. She’d needed a ride. From that moment on, she’d sworn—she’d never have sex again—not unless she wanted to. So, Mr. Wagner was plain out of luck.

      She one hundred percent did not want to have sex with him. Not in the kitchen. Not in the laundry room. Not in the playroom. And while her ancient Toyota Corolla hatchback may be a rolling rust bucket with more missing pieces than a puzzle with a hole in the box, for now, it still ran.

      Which meant she didn’t need a ride either.

      Besides, she had nowhere to go. As a full-time nanny to their two young children, she lived with the Wagners. Had for the last nine months. Ever since Mrs. Wagner had gone back to work after Penelope was born.

      As the governor of Montana, Marla Wagner spent half her time in Helena, leaving her husband at home to oversee the Silver Buckle Ranch. Laughable. John Wagner knew as much about cattle ranching and horse breeding as Summer did.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Garret Hedlund ran the ranch. Old, grizzled, and meaner than a cornered cougar, he had no use for the people who lived in the big house. Mrs. Wagner being the sole exception. Cornered or not, she was meaner than he was, her bite sharper than a rattlesnake’s. Deadlier too.

      If she ever found out her husband propositioned Summer on the regular…

      She shuddered, and John moved in fast. “Are you cold, sweetheart?” Her grip tightening on the potential weapon clutched in her fist, she took two steps back, and her spine hit the counter next to the farm sink.

      His meaty palms landing on her biceps, one on each side, he rubbed her arms up and down like he meant to warm her. Unnecessary. She had three layers of clothes on. A defensive move on her part.

      “No, I’m good.” She resisted the urge to smash him over the head with the glass in her hand, and biting back the angry words hovering on the edge of her tongue, she took advantage of her short stature by ducking under his arm to make her getaway.

      Under normal circumstances, she didn’t wander too far from her room without one of the kids on her hip. Easier to evade John’s unwelcome advances when she had a baby buffer between them.

      But distracted by the horror of the events unfolding in Boston, she hadn’t eaten enough at dinner. And after giving the children their baths, putting them to bed, and singing a couple of lullabies, a sugar low meant she needed to get something into her quick.

      Cursing her hypoglycemia, she skirted the island on trembling legs, putting the wide barrier between them while she chugged her juice as fast as possible. Despite her condition, she wasn’t allowed food or beverages on the second floor. Otherwise, she would’ve had a drawer full of Ritz Crackers and a case of liquid sugar on hand in case of emergency.

      No snacks or drinks allowed outside of the kitchen or dining room. A Mrs. Wagner rule no one dared to break lest they be caught and summoned to her office. One of the many spaces in the big house off-limits to Summer and the rest of the staff.

      “Sweetheart, we’ve talked about this.” Stubby fingers caressing over the smooth surface of the white granite between them, John started a slow prowl toward her. “I can make your stay here so much more pleasant. A young girl like you, in the prime of her life, don’t you want to have nice things?”

      “I already told you. I’m not interested in having sex with you. And I have everything I need.” She put her glass down hard, the last inch of liquid sloshing up the side with the force of her release. Closest to the exit, she backed away, one step at a time, keeping her eyes on the threat in case he decided to charge.

      A grizzly bear in two-hundred-dollar designer jeans, John was slow and meandering until he got it in mind to chase. Usually after a couple of scotch on the rocks. Then he was raw power and lightning speed.

      Summer had only been caught once. The result? A groped breast for her and a bruised shin for him. She’d managed to escape, and he’d apologized the morning after. Blamed the alcohol. His wife’s absence. The drudgery of ranch life.

      What a load of crap.

      He’d been trying to get into her pants since she’d arrived. Subtle at first, he’d feigned an interest in her and the children. Found opportunities to be in the same room. Stood too close. Dropped barely veiled sexual innuendos.

      Three months ago, he’d abandoned any sort of pretext, and flat-out stated his intentions.

      He wanted to fuck her.

      She’d declined, and if she didn’t need the money and the roof over her head, she would’ve run for the hills. Unfortunately, as terrible as the pay was after her agency took half, she wasn’t qualified to do anything else.

      Heck, technically, she wasn’t even qualified to be a nanny, but she loved the Wagner kids, and she’d stayed. But limit reached. Enough was enough. First thing tomorrow morning, she’d send an email to the owner of the nanny-for-hire agency she worked for and put in a request for a transfer.

      With the holidays looming, she probably wouldn’t find another family in need of a nanny before the new year, so until then, she just had to be more careful. And maybe hide a juice box under her bathroom sink. At the back. Behind the toilet paper. One small carton. Who would know?

      Beneath her socked feet, the old wooden floorboard on the threshold between the kitchen and the rear hall squeaked. Target reached, she mumbled something about checking on the kids, and entering the dimly lit danger zone, she pivoted and ran for the staircase.

      Heart pounding, she took a quick look back and saw him framed in the entryway. He didn’t rush to advance. Didn’t matter. She took the treads two at a time and sprinted for the second-floor bedroom assigned to her.

      Once inside, she pulled the rubber door stop from her sweatshirt pocket and jammed it into place, effectively barricading herself in her room. There were no locks on any of the interior doors, and she carried the Dollar Store safety device everywhere she went in case she had to secure herself in a jiffy.

      Best ninety-nine cents she’d ever spent.

      Looking at Summer like she was out of her mind, Mrs. Wagner had refused her request for a locking knob, or better yet, a deadbolt on her bedroom door. Sacrilegious. Why would anyone want to damage a one-hundred-year-old piece of wood with original hardware?

      Why?

      Because her husband was a creeper—that’s why.

      The black oak floor creaked and groaned as John made his way down the hallway, the sounds pausing outside her door. Her stare locked on the barrier between them, she shuffled to the bed, and fingers sliding between the mattress and box spring, she pulled out the antique hoof pick she’d found in one of the barns.

      Made of iron, the six inches of heavy metal would pack a wallop if it connected with his head. If. Two problems with her strategy, she grazed about five foot four if she stood at attention and weighed about the same as a newborn kitten.

      He was taller, stronger, and carried a hundred pounds more than she did.

      Didn’t matter.

      She had no intention of going down without a fight.

      The knob rattled and took a slow spin. Her last breath stuck painfully in her chest; she tightened her grip on the pick as her heart beat a rapid staccato against her ribs. Please. Please. Please. Let the door stop hold.

      A child’s voice called out, “Daddy!”

      Yes! Summer’s limbs turned to jelly. Saved by a four-year-old.

      Duffton Wagner had impeccable timing, or maybe a sixth sense, or the excitement of decorating the Christmas tree this morning had kept him awake. Whatever the reason, he was her mini-savior as he chattered on about Santa Clause and ponies. Careful to ensure no part of her makeshift weapon remained visible, she replaced the hoof pick under her mattress and crossed the room.

      Rubber stopper back in the pocket of her hoodie, she opened the door. “Summer!” Duff squealed, reaching for her from his father’s arms. John loomed over her, his expression promising a next time, his hand brushing against her breast as he transferred the weight of his son to her.

      From anybody else, the contact would’ve been incidental.

      Not John Wagner.

      He’d brushed her boob on purpose.

      Creeper.

      No doubt about it, the sooner she put the Silver Buckle Ranch in her rear-view mirror, the better off she’d be.
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        * * *

      

      Behind his wall of computer screens, Jay Mann squeezed the fuck out of his wireless mouse as he watched a very different video than the live feed being broadcast by the CNN Breaking News team out of Boston.

      On the ground, reporters focused on the aftermath of the shootings, scrambling to make sense of the attack at the Mayor’s Christmas tree lighting ceremony, followed by the slaughter outside the Massachusetts General Hospital.

      The images were horrifying. The numbers of injured and dead rising with each update.

      Safe and secure in their isolated Montana headquarters, the members of the JTT and their partners sat around the boardroom table in stunned silence. They already knew Kosamina Snow was dead. A pregnant ER doctor killed while trying to save lives, she’d become a notable tragedy among the victims.

      Now they waited, gazes glued to the big screen for Jay to confirm their worst fear.

      According to eyewitness accounts, one man had single-handedly ended the Mass Gen massacre. His stomach bottoming out, Jay watched his best friend take a bullet to the knee and then another to the abdomen as he went down, rolled onto his back, and fired three shots.

      The gunman staggered a step back with each round that hit him center mass, and then he crumpled to the ground, his reign of terror ended. Job done, Jamie’s head dropped with his hand, and he lay on the pavement bleeding out.

      Just another victim knocking on heaven’s door thanks to the senseless gun violence plaguing America.

      “You got something, Jay?”

      He looked up from his screen and met Adam Grayson’s sharp gray eyes. “Yeah, hacked into the hospital’s CCTV and isolated the feed from the exterior cameras.”

      “Was it him?” he asked, referring to the man news crews were hailing as the hospital’s hero.

      Jay acknowledged with a nod. “Jamie took two bullets before putting three rounds into the gunman’s chest.”

      Eve Langley let out a strangled gasp from behind her trembling hand while the others reacted to the news with varying degrees of profanity, restless twitching, and mounting anger.

      “Is he alive?” Gray Mackenzie demanded. Her expression fierce, Adam’s sister looked ready to get on a plane headed for Boston to kill the already dead gunman—with her bare hands.

      She wasn’t the only one.

      “I don’t know,” he replied, hoping to God Jamie had somehow survived.

      “Put it up on the big screen,” Adam ordered.

      “Uh…” Jay looked from Adam to his fiancée. The video was graphic and disturbing to watch, and even though Eve had proven herself to be as mentally tough as Gray, she was a physical therapist, not a battle-hardened freelance photographer used to seeing the worst of humanity.

      “I’m fine,” Eve said, taking Adam’s hand and answering the non-verbal question in his look by entwining her fingers with his. “Please, Jay. Play it now.”

      With a click of his mouse, he backed up the recording to the point where Jamie drew his weapon. Another couple of clicks, and he projected the video onto the SmartBoard side-by-side with the now muted CNN broadcast.

      Seven seconds later, the team held their collective breaths as they watched Jamie go down. All eyes transfixed on the screen, no one spoke. No one moved. The helpless rage filling the boardroom was a palpable thing as their friend—their brother—lay dying in the street twenty-five hundred miles away.

      The initial flakes of snow were few and far between as a small number of people started to stir amidst the motionless bodies. In the absence of gunfire, a head poked up for a cautious peek, and the first person to rise from the dead, a female paramedic got to her feet in the center of the bay.

      Shock, horror, and grief kept her immobile as she swept her stricken gaze over the scene.

      Then from one heartbeat to the next, she flew into motion.

      Grabbing an abandoned medical kit from nearby, she ran straight for Jamie and dropped to her knees beside him. The snow started to fall in earnest as she worked to save his life. Behind her, the hospital doors opened, and a swarm of medical personnel rushed into the street to provide aid to those still living.

      She started giving orders immediately. Several people responded. A body was removed from a stretcher, the lifeless woman gently lowered to the ground as Jamie took her place. Then the paramedic, and two men in scrubs, wheeled the gurney around victims and across the bay.

      The automatic doors slid open as they approached, and the group disappeared inside.

      “Motherfucker,” Zander Cavanaugh mumbled, brushing a broad hand down his face.

      “He’s not dead!” Gray cried, springing from her chair, and swinging her lethal gaze around the room. “You saw it.” She stabbed a finger at the screen. “He’s not dead.”

      “Jay?” Adam didn’t need to elaborate as he pushed out of his seat. Already searching the hospital servers for information, it took him mere seconds to find what they’d hoped for in a newly created patient file under the name of Jamie Snow.

      “He’s still in the OR,” he said, relief filling him as fast as a new sense of dread. “But his alias is blown. We need to get to him before Johnson does.”

      With a second threat now bearing down on Jamie’s life, Adam went into full-on go mode. “Grant, get a hold of Lou from Petrova Personal Protection, find out who he’s got nearby, and get some bodies to the hospital for protection ASAP. Zander, start making calls. We need air transport to Boston and vehicles on the ground when we get there. Chase, get an extrication plan together with Jay. Cody weapons and gear. Let’s move. I want to be on the road in an hour and in the air in two.”

      “I’ll get the truck and bring it around,” Davis Nader said, jumping to his feet and running out of the boardroom. Jeff, the big brown lab, scrabbled to get his paws under him and followed two tail lengths behind.

      “I’ll put a pot of coffee on and get a quick snack together.” Eve kissed Adam hard and fast on her way by.

      “What can I do?” Gray asked.

      Adam gestured for her to join them. “Can you watch the hospital feeds and let us know if Jamie’s status changes.”

      She nodded and pulled up a chair to sit beside Jay. “Show me what to do.”
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      Still alive and on the move, Jamie didn’t bother to open his eyes as the OR nurses wheeled him into the recovery unit. He couldn’t even if he wanted to. Open his eyes that is. His lids weighed seven hundred pounds. Each.

      Didn’t matter anyway.

      Kosamina was dead.

      He should be too.

      Voices. One familiar. His father talking about medical shit.

      Machines whirred. Beeped. An alarm went off somewhere in the distance. So much noise. Fucking hospitals were loud. And dangerous.

      Ow. Nurse Betty jabbed him in the back of the hand. With a needle the size of a javelin. The spear. Not the anti-tank missile. Warmth spread. Up his arm. Into his chest.

      His brain fuzzed, and lights that weren’t on went out.

      When he came awake the second time around, he found himself semi-reclined in a hospital bed in a dimly lit private room. Private being a relative term considering he wasn’t alone.

      Asleep in his surgical scrubs, Samuel Atticus Snow sat crumpled over in a chair, his forearms folded over his ribs, his chin resting against his chest.

      Fuuuck.

      Not the angel of mercy he’d hoped to wake up to. A rich prick with a God complex, his father was the kind of man who thought the number of acronyms behind his name entitled him to…whatever the fuck he wanted. MD, PhD, MSc. Who the fuck knew what else? Who the fuck cared? Not Jamie. That was for damn sure.

      He’d cut ties with his father when he joined the military.

      Best decision he’d ever made.

      Through a haze of morphine, he eyeballed the man who’d saved his life and wondered how he’d landed in his own personal version of hell on earth. Hadn’t he been through enough already? In between the low rumbles of oddly comforting snores, he sifted through his memories of the last twelve hours.

      Kosamina. The baby. The gunman.

      No!

      Grief for the woman he’d once loved rocked him right down to the cellular level. His vision blurred, and a sharp spike pierced the center of his chest. Reliving the pain of Ko and her unborn daughter dying in the street was enough to stop a heart that had already ceased to beat.

      Why?

      Why had the gunman chosen this time and this place to take aim and pull the trigger?

      Nausea coated his tongue with the taste of bile.

      Jesus Christ. What did it matter why? Ko was gone. Her daughter gone. Cut down in a hail of bullets. Victims of a random act of violence? Or had Jonas Johnson and his men been watching the hospital this whole time, waiting for the day Jamie dropped by to see his pregnant wife?

      No. He shook his head, and the room spun. Even with the painkillers messing with his brain, he knew Johnson orchestrating a mass shooting to kill one man made no sense. A single bullet between the eyes would have done the job just fine.

      Nearby a machine whirred, and he felt his lids grow heavy.

      Shit. The programable morphine pump.

      His vision going dark around the edges, he fought the sweet pull of oblivion. There’d be no echoes of an automatic rifle in the black abyss of a drug-induced sleep. No screams or cries. No sadness or sorrow.

      Unfortunately, unconsciousness wasn’t a viable option. Too dangerous. For him. For his father. For anyone else nearby. Outside the window, the inky blackness of the night sky gave him no clue as to how quick he needed to move, but guaranteed, his cover had been blown.

      The only progeny of Mas Gen’s Surgeon-in-Chief, no chance in hell Jamie’s real name hadn’t been entered into the hospital’s patient database. Anyone looking for him would have found him by now. So yeah, the bad guys were on the way.

      The good guys too. And he couldn’t lay back while his team put themselves at risk for a useless recovery mission. Fuck no. Too many people had died already.

      Kosamina…

      The baby…

      Nope. Not going there. Not yet. If he did—he’d break down—and now wasn’t the time. His years of military training kicked in, and he compartmentalized his thoughts. Priority one? Getting his ass the hell out of dodge before he caught any more lead.

      Should be easy for a former green beret, right?

      Wrong. He stifled a groan as he power-lifted his hand onto his stomach and then smoothed his palm over the bandage covering his torso. Okay, fine. More like he did a Thing imitation, finger crawling his way over the vast expanse of white gauze while he made his way to the electrodes taped to his chest.

      But whatever.

      When he reached his destination, he yanked on the connectors, and yay, success. He managed to scare the fuck out of his father when the heart rate monitor let out a piercing wail.

      “Jamie!” Samuel shot upright, and vacating his chair, he came around the end of the bed to silence the alarm with a couple of jabs of his finger. “What the hell are you doing? You’re not supposed to be awake.”

      No. He was supposed to be dead.

      And would be soon if he didn’t get his ass in gear.

      “Wa—” Slivers of glass cut a sharp path down his throat. “Wat⁠—”

      His hands not quite as steady as usual, Samuel grabbed an insulated water jug off the side table and poured. “Here.” He brought the plastic cup and straw to Jamie’s lips. “Sip slow.”

      Despite his annoyance with his father’s terse words, and hating the fact he needed help to take a fucking sip of water, he followed the order and choked anyway. Pain shot straight through his torso like an eight ball to the corner pocket.

      Winner winner chicken dinner. You get to live, but it’s gonna suck.

      “What time is it?” he croaked between the hacking coughs shredding his already shredded guts.

      Samuel set the cup down and looked at the watch on his wrist. “Almost two-thirty. Why?”

      Shit. Not good.

      “I need to get out of here.” Aware he’d regret his next move in no time, he managed to cross his arm over his body. More hindrance than help for the moment, the morphine delivery system had to go.

      About to pull the IV out of the back of his hand, his slow-mo attempt was thwarted by a loose grip around his wrist. “Don’t be ridiculous. A liver dissection is not something you walk away from five hours post-surgery. Besides, Dr. Stine had to do a partial knee replacement. She said it’ll be at least two days before you can put any weight on your leg.”

      Shit. Really not good.

      “I need to go.” He struggled to lift his upper body off the bed.

      “Easy.” The hand landing on his shoulder held him in place with minimal effort, the soothing voice sounding at odds coming from the cold-blooded surgeon making the delivery. “You’ve been through a traumatic experience, and you’re not thinking straight.”

      “A little late for the parental concern, don’t you think, Dad?” If he could have, he would have brushed his father’s arm away.

      Samuel frowned. “Now’s not the time to argue, Jamie. You need to rest and recover.”

      “You’re not listening. I don’t have time to rest and recover. If I don’t get out of here soon, more people are going to die tonight, including me. You don’t want that to happen, do you?”

      “If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have spent three hours in surgery saving your life.”

      Jamie snorted and paid the price when another shot of pain sliced through his abdomen. “Well, unless you help me get out of here before the men who want me dead show up to finish the job, you wasted your time.”

      Samuel’s brows drew down, his frustration apparent. “What are you talking about? What men?”

      “Can’t tell you. Classified for national security reasons.”

      “Surely your military unit will⁠—”

      “God damn it!” In pain and riding the edge of unconsciousness, he shook his head, and the room warped around him, the morphine making it hard to stay awake. “For once, will you just fucking listen to me? I left the military two years ago to join a special operations anti-terrorism task team. My cover’s been blown, and if I don’t get my ass out of this bed and as far away from Mass Gen as possible, I’m a dead man. If you don’t want to bury me in the family plot, help me or step aside. Either way, I’m leaving before anyone else gets hurt.”

      For the first time in his life, Jamie saw a hint of fear cross his father’s features. “The gunmen—today—were they the terrorists you were after?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “Could be the group we’re after. Could be completely unrelated.”

      Samuel’s frown deepened. “Jesus Christ. How’s it possible you don’t know? One hundred and twenty-three people are dead, including Kosa⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Jamie growled, the anger swelling in his chest making his ribs ache. “You don’t get to say her name.”

      He squeezed his lids closed, and his throat clogging with emotion, an unsavory taste rose to the back of his tongue as his last memory of Ko threatened to end him. Her brown eyes locked on his. Unblinking. Unseeing. Unalive.

      His lungs constricted, and he couldn’t breathe. “I can’t talk about her right now,” he huffed, pressing his palm against his aching side. “Not with you.”

      “Jamie—”

      “Forget it.” Anger forced his eyes to reopen, but he refused to look at the man who’d done his best to come between him and his wife. “Go ahead and leave. I can do this on my own.”

      “Your mother would never forgive me if I left you alone.”

      “You never cared about her forgiveness before. Why start now?” For the first time, he wondered why she wasn’t at his bedside. “Where is she anyway?”

      “London, she’s booked on a direct flight to Boston leaving in the morning.”

      Relieved his mother was out of the country, Jamie yanked the IV out of the back of his hand. “Well, tell her not to bother. It’s not safe for her to be near me, and I won’t be here when she lands.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      He hit his father with a weighted stare.

      “Fine.” His shoulder’s rounding in defeat, Samuel rubbed his hand over his face, and when his arm fell back to his side, he looked older than Jamie could ever remember seeing him. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

      Regardless of the years of resentment between them, relief flooded his system, and he hitched his chin toward the electronic tablet next to a tray of supplies on the bedside table. “Hand me my patient file. I need to see what I’m dealing with.”

      Samuel snagged the device off the table, and with a press of his thumb, he unlocked the screen. “Here.”

      Jamie took what he offered, and eyes feeling like they’d been sanded with eighty-grit paper, he scanned the notes. Not as bad as he thought. He’d lost a chunk off the bottom right quarter of his liver, and his gallbladder had been removed. No problem, livers regenerated, and gallbladders weren’t necessary.

      Extraction of bullet fragments and repair to surrounding blood vessels and nerve tissue were standard operating procedure. No pun intended. Surgery performed by none other than the man himself.

      Yeah, his father must have loved that. When he had the time to spare, slicing off pieces of Jamie had always been one of his favorite pastimes. While his weapon of choice had been words, a scalpel got the job done too.

      As for his left knee, he didn’t recognize the name of the orthopedic surgeon who’d done the repair job. But if his father had called her in, she had to be the best Boston had to offer.

      No surprises for post-surgical care. Monitoring for indicators of complication, including infection. Incision care and cleaning. Pain management via oral medication. And hospital convalescence of three to five days.

      Fuck that. He didn’t have three to five days. Hell, he didn’t even have three to five hours. His hand shook as he gave the tablet back to his father. “Okay, here’s how we’re gonna do this.”
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      Summer hit the enter button on her phone’s tiny keyboard, sending her email to Mrs. Bloomsberry with a woosh and a prayer. At well past midnight, the owner of the nanny agency wouldn’t see the transfer request before morning, but she felt better knowing she’d done the right thing.

      She couldn’t stay here. Not after John had tried to enter her room. To her knowledge, it was the first time he’d gone so far as to turn the handle on her door, but she intended to make sure it was his last.

      Yes, Mrs. Wagner would be arriving home for the holidays at some point tomorrow, and he’d be on his best behavior for the next four weeks, but after that…she shuddered. No question, she couldn’t be alone in the same house with the creeper once the governor left to go back to Helena.

      One month.

      Should be enough time for Mrs. Bloomsberry to find her a position with a family who wanted to hire a nanny in the new year. If not, well, at least she’d be able to save a few dollars from her next two paychecks to give herself a bit of a buffer.

      It wouldn’t be much, but she already knew how to stretch a dollar.

      Outside her window, the wind blew, making the log walls creak, and her gaze drifted to the rubber door stop wedged between her bedroom door and the floor. For now, she was safe. No way John would risk permanent damage to Marla’s precious hundred-year-old house to get to her.

      The man was petrified of his wife. No exaggeration.

      To be fair, the woman intimidated the crap out of Summer too. Not because she was a strong, independent, powerful public figure but because she was meaner than a junkyard dog when the cameras weren’t facing her way.

      She’d never been on the receiving end of one of Marla’s cold rages, but she’d witnessed more than one, and it hadn’t taken her long to figure out the best way to deal with them was to avoid them altogether. All she had to do? Follow the rules.

      Not so bad, really.

      Until John started making his overt sexual advances.

      Yeah, as much as she loved the Wagners’ children, she needed to leave. Hell, if she didn’t need a paycheck and a place to live, she would have shoved her meager belongings into the cardboard box she kept in her closet and left hours ago.

      Unfortunately, she already knew what sleeping in her car was like, and if she could avoid it during the cold winter months, she would. At twenty-four, she’d already spent more time being homeless and working odd jobs to survive than your average starving musician.

      Her mother’s doing. Melanie Summers wasn’t exactly the picture of parental perfection.

      Far from.

      Summer looked at the phone still in her hand. She had no desire to make her once-weekly call to Melanie in the morning. Not after everything that had happened. Between the run-in with John and the mass shooting in Boston, her heart felt heavy and sad.

      She couldn’t even pick up her guitar. Forget about the song she’d been working on. She didn’t have it in her to be creative right now. She should just try to sleep. Close her eyes on this day. And hope for a better tomorrow.

      Instead, she jammed her earphones into her ears, opened a new browser, and pulled up the CNN live feed. Jesus. One hundred and twenty-three people had been killed in what the media had coined as the Boston Christmas Massacre.

      The youngest victim not even ten months old.

      Her insides twisted, fear and anger adding to the feeling of helplessness swamping her. Whole families had been killed. Others ripped apart by the senseless violence. And she couldn’t even find solace in the fact the three gunmen were dead.

      She didn’t want them dead. She wanted answers. Or maybe just one answer.

      Why?

      Why did little Honor-Marie Issacs have to die? She was a baby. A tiny, helpless, innocent baby who hadn’t deserved to die in her mother’s arms three weeks before her first Christmas. None of them deserved to die. Not one single soul.

      Not like that. Not with such terror in their hearts.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and the faces on her phone blurred. She felt so useless. Helpless. Scared even. There didn’t seem to be a safe place left on the planet, and she couldn’t help but wonder—what would she do?

      What would she do if someone pointed a gun in her direction? Threatened her baby? God, she prayed she never had to find out.
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      “What do you mean he’s not there?” Around the jet’s boardroom table, four heads cranked in Adam’s direction.

      An hour from landing at Logan International Airport, Jay and the rest of the JTT had been going over the evac plan to get Jamie out of the hospital and Boston without getting anyone else shot full of holes in the process.

      “Hang on, Dax, I’m putting you on speaker.” Adam thumbed the button on his phone and set it down. “Go ahead.”

      “Jamie’s not here,” Dax O’Reilly said. “I’ve got a three-man team on site with me, and we’ve been searching for over an hour. He’s not in his patient room. He’s not back in the SICU or the OR. And he’s not in the morgue. It’s still a madhouse around here, and none of the hospital staff have a clue where he is. We’ve been running in circles and coming up empty-handed.”

      Jay reached for his laptop, his stomach dropping as the plane hit a pocket of turbulence. With a couple of keystrokes, he pinged the location of Jamie’s phone.

      Still at the hospital.

      “Did you happen to see a phone in his room?” Adam asked after Jay prompted him to by making the universal sign for phone with his pinky and thumb held next to his head.

      “No,” Dax replied. “No personal items whatsoever.”

      “And nobody noticed anything out of the ordinary?”

      “Nothing. There’s been a shift change, and the nurses on duty have no idea what happened to him. Can your team check the surveillance footage? It’s the only way we’re gonna get any answers.”

      “Already on it,” Adam said, accepting Jay’s nod as confirmation. “We’ll call you back as soon as we have something.”

      “Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner,” Dax said. “We’ll do another sweep while we wait. If we find anything, we’ll let you know.”

      “Appreciate it,” Adam replied. “Tell Lou I owe him one.” With a stab of his finger, he ended the call. “What do we have, Jay?” With a swivel of his leather chair, he stood and came around the table to see the video footage for himself, Chase Mackenzie joining him.

      “Nothing yet.” The last location they had on Jamie put him in a private room near the SICU, and while the main hub had a surveillance camera, the view down the hallway was limited and grainy at best.

      With the video set to four times normal speed, the hospital staff scurried back and forth across the frame, doing their jobs and discharging their duties. More than an hour passed in about five minutes real time. “There,” Jay said, slowing things down when he noticed an older gentleman in scrubs approach the nurse’s station.

      Caught on camera, Jamie’s father spoke to the woman on duty, and after a quick exchange, she exited stage left toward the surgical wing while he retraced his steps. Fast forward again, and he reappeared seven minutes later, pushing a hospital bed in front of him.

      “That’s him,” Cody Babbitt said, pointing to the sheet-covered body. “Has to be.”

      “Yeah. But he’s not dead,” Jay replied, watching the bed for any sign of movement, and seeing none.

      When he reached the bank of elevators, Jamie’s father hit the down button once, twice, three times. Seconds later, the car arrived, and the doors opened. With his back to the camera, he pushed the bed inside.

      As the doors closed, another set opened, and a large man stepped onto the floor.

      “Fuck.” Adam leaned in for a closer look. “That’s Bill Ryerson.” A known associate of Jonas Johnson, the last time anyone had seen the asshole, he’d been bleeding heavily from a gunshot wound.

      Thanks to Takoda Keenan’s sharpshooting skills outside a warehouse in Savannah, Ryerson’s partner in crime had been unalived with a bullet to the heart. Already ducking to avoid the line of fire, Ryerson had taken a bullet to the side of the neck instead of the head, spilling blood, but apparently, not enough to kill him.

      Regardless, Tak had saved multiple JTT lives that day, and taken hostage by Johnson’s financial backers, he hadn’t been seen or heard from since. It was Jay’s job to find him, and so far, he’d fucking failed miserably.

      If they could get their hands on Ryerson, maybe…

      “Who the fuck is that?” Chase asked when a second man came into view. Shorter and skinner than one would expect a hitman to be, the newcomer looked around, his expression cold and calculating as he pointed toward the patient rooms.

      The plane shook again, and the pilot announced they’d be in for a bumpy descent.

      “Keep searching the hospital feeds,” Adam ordered as he and Chase returned to their seats. “I want proof Jamie’s still alive and visual confirmation they got away. Cody, find out everything you can about his father, starting with where he lives, and if he has any secondary properties. Z, do a facial recognition search on the new guy. Chase, send Dax pictures of Johnson’s men. Tell him if he finds them, and he can take Ryerson alive, we want him. Otherwise, it’s surveillance only.”

      Laptops opened and keyboards clacked as the team got to work.

      Less than ten minutes later, Jay’s computer pinged a notification. The ongoing search he’d run on Jamie by full name, letting him know he’d picked up something on one of the hospital’s servers.

      He paused the security video he’d been scanning, and with a couple of taps of his finger on the tracking pad, he pulled up the information.

      The new patient record had his heart twisting.

      Newborn Name: Baby Snow.

      Sex: Female.

      Weight: Five pounds, five ounces.

      Delivery: Emergency cesarean section.

      Mother: Kosamina Snow (deceased).

      Father: Jamie Snow.

      “Uh, Adam?” Jay said, frowning at the baby’s poor APGAR score. “We’ve got a problem.”
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      Jesus. Fuck. Everything hurt. His eyes still closed; Jamie had no desire to open them. He’d already seen what the Chicopee Inn had to offer. Forest green carpet, threadbare in high-traffic areas. Bleached oak furniture gone grey with age. Striped wallpaper, peeling in one corner. And an obnoxious burgundy flower print covering both beds, the one chair, and the blackout curtains.

      Hideous—but clean enough—and perfect for staying off the radar.

      Once they’d made it out of the hospital, a feat unto itself, his father had wheeled Jamie to his rental car. Then following instructions, Samuel had driven them two hours west of Boston, avoiding the Pike’s toll cameras by sticking to the secondary roads.

      Gun in his hand, Jamie had drifted in and out of consciousness until they’d arrived in Springfield. Confident they were safe enough for the moment, he’d asked Samuel to pay for a week of lodging in cash, the money coming out of his go bag.

      The small duffle filled to bursting with wads of rolled hundreds, guns, boxes of bullets, knives, and more than one fake ID, he’d expected a barrage of questions. They hadn’t come. Neither had the standard reproaches or chronic disapproval he was accustomed to receiving.

      Instead, his father had done his best to make him as comfortable as possible, propping his leg with pillows and administering a shot of morphine using one of the auto-injectors he’d stolen from the hospital.

      Since then, it’d been lights off.

      No thoughts. No nightmares. No worries. For eight hours? Ten? Twelve? He had no idea. “How long have I been out?” he asked, his voice sounding rougher than the hum of the heating unit.

      “About six hours.”

      He groaned. “Well, that’s fucking disappointing.” Why did time slow to a crawl when the best thing for those suffering was for it to speed up? In his case, slow and steady most definitely did not win the race. He needed to be back on his feet and, at a minimum, moving faster than a dead turtle.

      Thanks to his father, he’d managed to slip away undetected, but he still had plenty of people looking for him, and no interest in being found. Not by anybody. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      The springs on the mattress next to his squeaked, and a second later, his father’s palm rested against his forehead. “You’re a little warm.”

      “You would be too if your bed was next to the heater, and you were covered up to your eyeballs in vintage chintz.”

      Samuel huffed and then fluffed, plumping the pillow behind Jamie’s head before folding down the coverlet while leaving the sheet in place. “I’d like to change your dressings.”

      He cracked one eye open. “Since when do you ask for permission?”

      “I wasn’t asking,” he replied. “Just letting you know what’s coming next.” He busied himself getting supplies out of the trauma kit he’d taken, returning with an armload of stuff held in the crook of his elbow. “Which end do you want me to start with first?”

      Since his knee hurt more than his abdomen, he chose the lesser of the two evils. “Upper.” He slid the bedsheet down to his waist and waited while Samuel dumped his cargo onto the bedside table next to Jamie’s loaded Glock.

      “How bad is the pain?” Samuel snapped on a pair of latex gloves, and removing the bandage covering his handiwork, he dropped it into a black plastic waste basket.

      “On a scale of one to ten, about seven hundred and fifty.” He winced at the poking and prodding going on. “How long did you make the incision?” he asked, filling the awkward silence with a medical question because it was the only type of conversation the two of them had ever been able to have without things ending in an argument.

      “Eight inches.”

      He did the mental math for ten stitches per inch, his father’s standard when it came to suturing. “So eighty stitches to close, give or take a few?”

      “Ninety-four.”

      Huh. More stitches usually meant a smoother scar, not that he gave a damn about what his scar looked like. He just hadn’t expected the extra care and attention from the man who’d been carving him up—figuratively speaking—for years.

      “This looks good.” Finished with his exam, Samuel wiped off the residual antibiotic ointment before disinfecting with an alcohol swab.

      “No signs of infection?” Jamie lifted his head to check out the situation for himself, getting annoyed when his father nudged his fingers away from his skin. He often found himself doing the same thing with his patients, so a little ridiculous to be insulted by the brush-off.

      “No. No signs of infection, but keep poking at it with dirty hands, and you’ll give yourself a nasty staph.”

      If he could have laughed pain-free at the indignation in his father’s tone, he would have. Not too often the mighty king of all things surgical was challenged by an underling, much less someone he’d sliced into less than twenty-four hours ago.

      Jamie waved his hand from his ribs to his feet. “With the shape I’m in, a nasty staph is the least of my concerns.”

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d ever had one.” Antibiotic ointment smeared over a new patch of gauze, Samuel placed the dressing and taped it down with surprisingly gentle hands. Under normal circumstances, he didn’t handle this end of patient recovery. A good thing for all involved, considering his bedside manner was the equivalent of a barbed wire hug.

      “Did you get a hold of Mom?”

      “I did. It took some convincing, but Lillian’s agreed to stay in London.”

      “Good.” Jamie felt a slight loosening in his chest. With his mother still out of the country, he had one less person to worry about. “Did you ditch the burner like I told you to?”

      “Of course.” First job done; he pulled the sheet over Jamie’s torso before exposing his knee. “Seems like a waste of money to use a cell phone once and then toss it.”

      “Since you’re still alive, you might think of it as twenty bucks well spent instead.” Yeah, Samuel had taken a huge personal risk when he’d agreed to help Jamie disappear. Didn’t mean they were buddies now.

      Didn’t mean he wanted him dead either.

      His father was a gifted surgeon, no doubt about it, He’d saved hundreds of lives. But he did it with a frozen heart and stone-cold calculation. He had no empathy or warmth to spare. Not for his patients. Not for his wife. Not for Jamie.

      They were simply checkmarks on Samuel Snow’s path to success. Ornaments to be pulled out and displayed as necessary to further his medical career. Nothing more. He’d expected the same from his son—a life dedicated to medicine—a singular focus on advancing his surgical skills and reputation.

      Not the life Jamie had wanted for himself. Not the life he’d wanted with Kosamina either. And yet, he’d married the female version of his father. Talk about some fucked up shit right there.

      His elopement had been the final nail in the coffin in terms of their relationship. Forget that Jamie had been head over heels in love with his
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