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Chapter One

6 months earlier…

Jane Hughes could remember, over the years, hearing several stories from people who claimed they hadn’t considered the consequences of their actions before tossing themselves into the fray of an ongoing fight. She could claim no such virtue. While on a weekend vacation in Sacramento, California, she was walking to her car after a little late night shopping at the Arden Fair Mall, and she came across a scuffle taking place in the parking lot. She would like to have been able to claim she jumped straight in, helping the hapless woman, but that was not what happened. Instead, she carefully catalogued each item of her clothing, wondering how easily it could be ripped off. After all, no one wanted to end up like one of those women shown on Cops: handcuffed, one breast hanging out, and yelling obscenities at a cameraman. Deciding her cotton shirt and Reebok running shoes would most likely withstand the assault, she flung herself bodily onto the woman’s attacker.

The sights, sounds, and smell of a fight were completely different in real life, she noted absently, as the woman she had been trying to help landed a sharp elbow to Jane’s gut. Sucking in a sharp breath, she drew in the sickly scent of cheap perfume mixed with blood into her lungs. She had known there was a chance she would get her ass handed to her when she made the choice to step in. The tiny brown-haired woman seemed to be holding her own against the sleek muscle of her attacker, but Jane knew it was only a matter of time before he would wear her down. After several tense moments of trying to force her way between them, she landed a few solid kicks to the attacker’s shins, only managing to elicit a grunt from him.
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