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  Prologue


  


  


  Large raindrops streamed against her windshield as she sped along the dark, narrow highway north of Los Angeles. She’d been traveling for over an hour along the wild and beautiful Pacific coastline. She’d passed the busy beach cities of Venice and Santa Monica, the celebrity-studded hills of Malibu and Santa Barbara. Thank God it was a big state. She could start over again, find a safe place to stay, but she had to get there first.


  The pair of headlights in her rearview mirror drew closer with each passing mile. Her nerves began to tighten, and goose bumps rose along her arms and the back of her neck. She’d been running too long not to recognize danger. But where had the car come from? She’d been so sure that no one had followed her out of LA. After sixty miles of constantly checking her rearview mirror she’d begun to relax, but now the fear came rushing back.


  It was too dark to see the car behind her, but there was something about the speed with which it was approaching that made her nervous. She pressed her foot down harder on the gas, clinging to the wheel as gale-force winds blowing in off the ocean rocketed through the car, making the driving even more treacherous.


  A few miles later the road veered inland. She looked for a place to exit. Finally she saw a sign for an upcoming turnoff heading into the Santa Ynez Mountains. Maybe with a few twists and turns she could lose the car on her tail, and if her imagination were simply playing tricks on her, the car behind her would just continue down the road.


  The exit came up fast. She took the turn on two wheels. Five minutes later the pair of headlights was once again directly behind her. There was no mistake: He was coming after her.


  She had to get away from him. Adrenaline raced through her bloodstream, giving her courage and strength. She was so tired of running for her life, but she couldn’t quit now. She’d probably made a huge mistake leaving the main highway. There was no traffic on this two-lane road. If he caught her now there would be no one to come to her rescue.


  The gap between their cars lessened. He was so close she could see the silhouette of a man in her rearview mirror. He was bearing down on her.


  She took the next turn too sharply, her tires sliding on the slick, wet pavement.


  Sudden lights coming from the opposite direction blinded her. She hit the brakes hard. The car skidded out of control. She flew across the road, crashed through a wooden barrier, and hurtled down a steep embankment. Rocks splintered the windshield as she threw up her hands in protest and prayer.


  When the impact finally came it was crushing, the pain intense. It was too much. All she wanted to do was to sink into oblivion. It was over. She was finished.


  But some voice deep inside her screamed at her to stay awake, because if she wasn’t dead yet, she soon would be.


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  The blackness in her mind began to lessen. There was a light behind her eyelids that beckoned and called to her. She was afraid to answer that call, terrified to open her eyes. Maybe it was the white light people talked about, the one to follow when you were dead. But she wasn’t dead, was she?


  It was just a nightmare, she told herself. She was dreaming; she’d wake up in a minute. But something was wrong. Her bed didn’t feel right. The mattress was hard beneath her back. There were odd bells going off in her head. She smelled antiseptic and chlorine bleach. A siren wailed in the distance. Someone was talking to her, a man.


  Her stomach clenched with inexplicable fear as she felt a strong hand on her shoulder. Her eyes flew open, and she blinked rapidly, the scene before her confusing.


  She wasn’t home in her bedroom, as she’d expected. A man in a long white coat stood next to the bed. He appeared to be in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair, dark eyes, and a serious expression. He held a clipboard in one hand. A stethoscope hung around his neck, and a pair of glasses rested on his long, narrow nose. Next to him stood a short, plump brunette dressed in blue scrubs, offering a compassionate, encouraging smile that seemed to match the name on her name tag, Rosie.


  What was going on? Where was she?


  “You’re awake,” the doctor said, a brisk note in his voice, a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. “That’s good. We were getting concerned about you. You’ve been unconscious for hours."


  Unconscious? She gazed down the length of her body, suddenly aware of the thin blue gown, the hospital identification band on her wrist, the IV strapped to her left arm. And pain -- there was pain... in her head, her right wrist, and her knees. Her right cheek throbbed. She raised a hand to her temple and was surprised to encounter a bandage. What on earth had happened to her?


  “You were in an automobile accident last night,” the doctor told her. “You have some injuries, but you’re going to be all right. You’re at St. Mary’s Hospital just outside of Los Olivos in Santa Barbara County. I’m Dr. Carmichael. Do you understand what I’m saying?"


  She shook her head, his brisk words jumbling up in her brain, making little to no sense. “Am I dreaming?” she whispered.


  “You’re not dreaming, but you do have a head injury. It’s not unusual to be confused,” the doctor replied. He offered her a small, practiced smile that was edged with impatience. “Now, do you feel up to a few questions? Why don’t we start with your name?"


  She opened her mouth to reply, thinking that was an easy question, until nothing came to mind. Her brain was blank. What was her name? She had to have one. Everyone did. What on earth was wrong with her? She gave a helpless shake of her head. “I’m... I’m not sure,” she murmured, shocked by the realization.


  The doctor frowned, his gaze narrowing on her face. “You don’t remember your name? What about your address, or where you’re from?"


  She bit down on her bottom lip, straining to think of the right answers. Numbers danced in her head, but no streets, no cities, no states. A wave of terror rushed through her. She had to be dreaming -- lost in a nightmare. She wanted to run, to scream, to wake herself up, but she couldn’t do any of those things.


  “You don’t know, do you?” the nurse interjected.


  “I... I should know. Why don’t I know? What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I remember my name, where I’m from? What’s going on?” Her voice rose with each desperate question.


  “Your brain suffered a traumatic injury,” Dr. Carmichael explained. “It may take some time for you to feel completely back to normal. It’s probably nothing to worry about. You just need to rest, let the swelling go down."


  His words were meant to be reassuring, but anxiety ran like fire through her veins. She struggled to remember something about herself. Glancing down at her hands, she saw the light pink, somewhat chipped polish on her fingernails and wondered how it could be that her own fingers didn’t look familiar to her. She wore no rings, no jewelry, not even a watch. Her skin was pale, her arms thin. But she had no idea what her face looked like.


  “A mirror,” she said abruptly. “Could someone get me a mirror?"


  Dr. Carmichael and Rosie exchanged a brief glance, and then he nodded to the nurse, who quickly left the room. “You need to try to stay calm,” he said as he jotted something down on his clipboard. “Getting upset won’t do you any good."


  “I don’t know my name. I don’t know what I look like.” Hysteria bubbled in her throat, and panic made her want to jump out of bed and run... but to where, she had no idea. She tried to breathe through the rush of adrenaline. If this were a nightmare, eventually she’d wake up. If it wasn’t... well, then she’d have to figure out what to do next. In the meantime she had to calm down. She had to think.


  The doctor said she’d had an accident. Like the car crash in her dream? Was it possible that had been real and not a dream?


  Glancing toward the clock, she saw that it was seven thirty. At least she knew how to read the time. “Is it night or morning?” Her gaze traveled to the window, but the heavy blue curtain was drawn, making it impossible for her to see outside.


  “It’s morning,” the doctor replied. “You were brought in around nine o’clock last night."


  Almost ten hours ago. So much time had passed. “Do you know what happened to me?"


  “I’m afraid I don’t know the details, but from what I understand, you were in a serious car accident."


  Before she could ask another question, the nurse returned to the room and handed her a small compact mirror.


  She opened the compact with shaky fingers, almost afraid of what she would see. She stared at her face for a long minute. Her eyes were light blue, framed by thick black lashes. Her hair was a dull dark brown, long, tangled, and curly, dropping past her shoulders. There were dark circles under her eyes, as well as purple bruises that were accentuated by the pallor of her skin. A white bandage was taped across her temple. Multiple tiny cuts covered her cheekbones. Her face was thin, drawn. She looked like a ghost. Even her eyes were haunted by shadows.


  “Oh, God,” she whispered, feeling as if she were looking at a complete stranger. Who was she?


  “The cuts will heal,” the nurse said. “Don’t worry. You’ll have your pretty face back before you know it."


  It wasn’t the bruises on her face that filled her heart with terror; it was the fact that she didn’t recognize anything about herself. She felt absolutely no connection to the woman in the mirror. She slammed the compact shut, afraid to look any longer. Her pulse raced, and her heart beat in triple time as the reality of her situation sank in. She felt completely vulnerable, and she wanted to run and hide until she figured everything out. She would have jumped out of bed if Dr. Carmichael hadn’t put his hand on her shoulder, perhaps sensing her desperation.


  “You’re going to be all right,” he said firmly, meeting her gaze. “The answers will come. Don’t push too hard. Just rest and let your body recuperate from the trauma."


  “What if the answers don’t come?” she whispered. “What if I’m like this forever?"


  He frowned, unable to hide the concern in his eyes. “Let’s take it one step at a time. There’s a deputy from the sheriff’s office down the hall. He’d like to speak to you."


  A police officer wanted to talk to her? That didn’t sound good. She swallowed back another lump of fear. “Why? Why does he want to talk to me?"


  “Something to do with your accident. I’ll let him know you’re awake."


  As the doctor left the room, Rosie stepped forward. “Can I get you anything -- water, juice, an extra blanket? The mornings are still so cold. I can’t wait until April. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of the rain. I’m ready for the sun to come out."


  That meant it was March, the end of a long, cold winter, spring on the nearby horizon. Images ran through her mind of windy afternoons, flowers beginning to bloom, someone flying a kite, a beautiful red-and-gold kite that tangled in the branches of a tall tree. The laughter of a young girl filled her head -- was it her laughter or someone else’s? She saw two other girls and a boy running across the grass. She wanted to catch up to them, but they were too far away, and then they were gone, leaving her with nothing but a disturbing sense of loss and a thick curtain of blackness in her head.


  Why couldn’t she remember? Why had her brain locked her out of her own life?


  “What day is it?” she asked, determined to gather as many details as she possibly could.


  “It’s Thursday, March twenty-second,” Rosie replied with another sympathetic smile.


  “Thursday,” she murmured, feeling relieved to have a new fact to file away, even if it was something as inconsequential as the day of the week.


  “Try not to worry. You’ll be back to normal before you know it,” Rosie added.


  “I don’t even know what normal is. Where are my things?” she asked abruptly, looking for more answers. Maybe if she had something of her own to hold in her hand, everything would come back to her.


  Rosie tipped her head toward a neat pile of clothes on a nearby chair. “That’s what you were wearing when they brought you in. You didn’t have a purse with you, nor were you wearing any jewelry."


  “Could you hand me my clothes, please?"


  “Sure. They’re a bit bloodied,” Rosie said as she gathered up the clothes and laid them on the bed. “I’ll check on you in a while. Just push the call button if you need anything."


  She stared at the pair of blue jeans, which were ripped at the knees, the light blue camisole top, the navy sweater, and the gray jacket dotted with dark spots of blood or dirt, she wasn’t sure which. Glancing across the room she saw a pair of Nike tennis shoes on the floor. They looked worn-out, as if she’d done a lot of running in them.


  Another memory flashed in her brain. She could almost feel herself running, the wind in her hair, her heart pounding, the breath tight in her chest. But she wasn’t out for a jog. She wasn’t dressed right. She was wearing a heavy coat, a dress, and high stiletto heels. She tried to hang on to the image floating vaguely in her head, but it disappeared as quickly as it had come. She supposed she should feel grateful she’d remembered something, but the teasing bit only frustrated her more.


  She dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans and jacket, searching for some clue as to who she was, but there was nothing there. She was about to put the jacket aside when she noticed an odd lump in the inner back lining. She ran her fingers across the material, surprised to find a flap covering a hidden zipper. She pulled on the zipper and felt inside, shocked when she pulled out a wad of twenty-dollar bills. There had to be at least fifteen hundred dollars. Why on earth had she stashed so much cash in her jacket? Obviously she’d taken great care to hide it, as someone would have had to examine the jacket carefully in order to find the money. Whoever had undressed her had not discovered the cash.


  A knock came at her door, and she hurriedly stuffed the money back into her jacket and set it on the end of her bed just seconds before a uniformed police officer entered the room. Her pulse jumped at the sight of him, and it wasn’t with relief but with fear. Her instincts were screaming at her to be cautious, that he could be trouble.


  The officer was on the stocky side, with a military haircut, and appeared to be in his mid-forties. His forehead was lined, his skin a ruddy red and weatherbeaten, his gaze extremely serious.


  “I’m Tom Manning,” he said briskly. “I’m a deputy with the county sheriff’s department. I’m investigating your car accident."


  “Okay,” she said warily. “I should tell you that I don’t remember what happened. In fact, I don’t remember anything about myself."


  “Yeah, the doc says you have some kind of amnesia."


  His words were filled with suspicion, and skepticism ran through his dark eyes. Why was he suspicious? What reason could she possibly have for pretending not to remember? Had something bad occurred during the accident? Had she done something wrong? Had someone else been hurt? Her stomach turned over at the thought.


  “Can you tell me what happened?” she said, almost afraid to ask.


  “Your car went off the side of the road in the Santa Ynez Mountains, not far from San Marcos Pass. You plunged down a steep embankment and landed in a ravine about two hundred yards from the road. Fortunately you ran into a tree."


  “Fortunately?” she echoed.


  “Otherwise you would have ended up in a boulder-filled, high-running creek,” he told her. “The front end of your Honda Civic was smashed, and the windshield was shattered."


  Which explained the cuts and bruises on her face.


  “You’re a very lucky woman,” the deputy added.


  “Who found me?” she asked.


  “A witness saw your car go over the side and called nine-one-one. Does any of this sound familiar?"


  The part about going off the side of the road sounded a lot like the dream she’d been having. “I’m not sure."


  “Were you alone in the car?"


  His question surprised her. “I think so.” She thought back to her dream. Had she been alone in the car? She didn’t remember anyone else. “If I wasn’t alone, wouldn’t that other person be here at the hospital?” she asked.


  “The back door of your car was open. There was a child’s car seat strapped in the middle of the backseat, a bottle half-filled with milk, and this shoe.” Officer Manning held up a clear plastic bag through which she could see a shoe so small it would fit into the palm of her hand. Her heart began to race. She had the sudden urge to call for a time-out, to make him leave before he said something else, something terrifying, something to do with that shoe. “Oh, God. Stop. I can’t do this."


  “I’m sorry, but I need to know. Do you have a baby?” he asked. “Was your child with you in the car?"


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  His questions slammed into her, stealing the breath from her chest. An image flashed through her mind... pudgy legs, tiny little toes kicking her hand away as she tried to slip the shoe on her child’s foot and fasten the bright pink Velcro straps.


  Her daughter. Her baby!


  A deep, intense, agonizing pain swept through her. She didn’t know anything else, but she knew with complete and utter certainty that she had a little girl. She closed her eyes, desperate to see her daughter’s face, to know her baby’s name, but the blackness in her brain refused to lift. Her past remained just out of sight.


  “Miss?"


  She opened her eyes and saw Officer Manning staring back at her with a grim expression. “I have a little girl,” she said, hearing the wonder in her own voice.


  His gaze narrowed. “Was your child in the car, then? Did you just remember something?"


  “I-I know I have a daughter,” she stammered. “In my head I could see myself putting on that shoe. But I have no idea if she was with me."


  “What’s her name?"


  She bit down on her bottom lip as the truth hit her hard. “I don’t know.” Good God! What kind of mother couldn’t remember her own baby’s name? “I have to get up. I have to find her.” She sat up straight, intent on getting out of bed, but the officer barred her way.


  “Easy, now. From what I understand you’re in no condition to go anywhere,” he said. “And where would you go -- if you don’t remember anything?"


  His sharp, challenging gaze settled on hers. He was right. She didn’t know where to go. But she couldn’t just sit in this bed when her child could be in trouble.


  “Why don’t you tell me what you can remember?” Officer Manning suggested. “Even if it’s just flashes of memory. Bits and pieces can make up a whole picture."


  She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath. There was nothing but an empty void in her head, darkness so overwhelming she was afraid that it would swallow her up. Opening her eyes, she grabbed the railing of her bed, feeling the need to hang on to something solid. A wave of dizziness sent the room spinning around and around. She blinked several times, trying to focus on the badge on the deputy’s chest.


  She flashed on another image.


  A man pulled a badge out of his inside suit pocket. She was shocked to learn he wasn’t who he’d said he was. He’d lied to her. Now she was in trouble. And it wasn’t just his badge that told her that; it was his smug expression, the look in his eyes that said he had her right where he wanted her, cornered and scared and very, very alone.


  “Miss, are you all right? Should I call for the nurse?"


  The deputy’s voice brought her back to reality. She looked up at him, wondering if he was really there to help her, or if he had a hidden agenda. Was he the faceless man from her memory? Or just who he’d said he was -- the officer investigating her car accident? How could she know? She glanced at the closed door behind him, wondering if there was anyone on the other side who would come to her aid.


  The deputy’s eyes narrowed as the silence between them lengthened. He wouldn’t have offered to call for the nurse if he were worried about being discovered in her room. And the doctor had obviously already met him. She was being paranoid. “I’m all right,” she said belatedly.


  “What did you remember?"


  “Nothing,” she said quickly, wondering why her first instinct was to lie. But she didn’t have time to analyze that now. The deputy was waiting. “I can’t remember anything about my daughter or myself. I wish to God I could."


  “So do I,” the deputy said heavily.


  She heard the deep note of concern in his voice. “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked.


  He stared back at her for a long moment, then said, “We found the child’s shoe a few yards from the car. It’s possible it flew out during the crash, since the back door was jammed open. Or..."


  “Or what?” she asked as he paused a moment too long. A terrible fear swept through her. “Or what?” she repeated.


  “Depending on your daughter’s age, it’s possible that she got out of the seat and wandered away. That’s why I’d like to verify whether or not she was in the car with you at the time of the accident."


  “Oh, my God!”


  “Take it easy,” the deputy said quickly. “We have a search party in the canyon right now. Everything that can be done is being done. What I need from you is as much information as I can possibly get about your daughter."


  She wanted to scream in frustration. Of course he needed answers, but she had none to offer. Knowing that her child was missing, maybe alone in the wilderness... she couldn’t stand it -- the fear was overwhelming.


  “Do you remember being in the car after you went off the road?” Manning asked.


  “What?” she asked, her panic making it difficult to think.


  “The car. Do you remember being in the car after you crashed? If you were conscious at all, you might have spoken to your child. You might have heard her cry."


  She thought for a long moment. “I don’t think so. But wait, wouldn’t the person who saw my car go off the side of the road know if my baby was there?"


  The deputy shook his head. “Your car was in a deep canyon. It was pitch-black last night and storming. Your vehicle couldn’t be seen from the road. If the witness hadn’t actually observed your car cross the center line and go through the guardrail, it could have been days before anyone found you. As it was, a good fifteen minutes passed before the paramedics arrived, and another ten to fifteen before they managed to get down that steep hill to your car. I don’t know how old your daughter is, but I have a couple of kids, and I’d say that shoe looks like it would fit a one- to two-year-old. It’s unlikely a child of that age could unlatch the car seat and exit the car."


  “But not impossible,” she said.


  “Not impossible,” he acknowledged. “Are you sure you can’t remember anything about that night, nothing? It’s very important."


  “I know it’s important. Dammit!” She drew in a sharp breath, battling a rush of hysteria. She had to think, to focus on what she did know. “Okay, right before I woke up here in this bed, I thought I was dreaming about crashing my car, but it must have been real. I must have been reliving what happened.” She took a moment, retracing what little she could remember. “There were headlights in my rearview mirror, and I felt as if I were afraid, as if someone were following me. I remember needing to go faster, to get away."


  “I don’t suppose you saw a license plate or noticed the make of the automobile?"


  “It was dark. All I saw were lights. What about the witness? Did he see anything?"


  “He said there was a car behind you, but it continued down the highway after your vehicle went over the side. He didn’t see the license plate."


  “The car behind me must have run me off the road. Otherwise he would have stopped."


  “Not necessarily. It was a hell of a storm last night, and not everyone stops when there’s an accident. Some people don’t like to get involved. At any rate, we’ve broadcast a description of you and your vehicle throughout the county. You also made the evening news, on the local stations, anyway. We took a photograph of you, since you didn’t have any identification. Hopefully someone will recognize you and tell us everything we need to know."


  His words should have made her feel better, but they didn’t. On some basic level she sensed that having her picture on the news was not a good thing. She’d been running from someone. What if that person saw her? What if that person came to the hospital?


  “I’ll be back later.” Officer Manning took out his card and set it on the table next to the bed. “If you remember anything in the meantime, call me."


  As the deputy left the room, she forced herself to breathe in and out. Her first instinct was to get out of bed and go to the accident scene, but she felt dizzy, and her head was throbbing with pain. She knew the most logical thing to do was stay put and concentrate on figuring out who she was and what had happened just before her accident. Unfortunately she couldn’t seem to will the details into her brain. She couldn’t recall her child’s face, but she could feel the love branded into her heart.


  Putting a hand to her abdomen, she knew that she’d felt tiny kicks and flutters in her womb. She’d heard her baby’s first squeal of life. She’d held her daughter in her arms, arms that now ached with a deep feeling of loss. A sense of helplessness engulfed her. Why couldn’t she remember if her child was with her in the car?


  Tears of fear and frustration spilled over, dripping down her cheeks. But crying didn’t make her feel better; it made her feel weak. She grabbed a tissue from the box and wiped her face. Taking several deep breaths, she lay back against the pillows and closed her eyes. She offered up a desperate, pleading prayer for her daughter’s safety. While she couldn’t see her child’s face, in her head she could hear the terrifying cries of a baby who wanted her mother.


  * * *


  His shadow was coming closer. She could hear him talking, his words edged with lightness and humor, as if there were nothing wrong. Don’t trust him, the voice inside her head whispered. He looks harmless, with his good looks, his winning personality. Everyone else thinks he’s a prince, but you know better. You’ve seen behind the smile and the mask that he wears. And you know he can kill. You’ve seen him do just that. Run! Faster!


  She woke with a start, body sweating, pulse pounding, breath coming ragged and rough. It took her a minute to realize where she was -- the hospital. She was alone this time, no doctor, no nurse, no policeman, and, more important, no dark, menacing shadows. The curtains had been opened, and she could see the sun outside her window. The storm had passed. The nightmare was over. Or was it?


  She tried to remember her name, her address, her birthday. Nothing. She closed her eyes again, attempting to conjure up a face in her mind, a father, a mother, a boyfriend, a sister, or a friend... She had to have someone in her life, didn’t she? Someone who knew her? Someone who’d lived with her? Loved her?


  The questions ran around in her brain, one after another. It was shocking to know nothing. Why wasn’t her memory coming back? The doctor said she just needed rest. And she had slept. Her recent nightmare attested to that.


  Was there an answer in her dreams? She always seemed to be running -- from a man. Who was he? And why was he after her?


  Dammit! Why couldn’t she unlock her own brain? She hit her hands against the mattress. The movement created a wave of pain that ran through her body, reminding her that her head was not her only injury.


  Opening her eyes, she wiggled her toes and moved her legs, relieved that every joint and muscle seemed to be working, some a bit more painfully than others, but at least she wasn’t paralyzed.


  Glancing at the clock, she saw it was after two. She’d been asleep for hours. A lunch tray rested on the table by her bed, but she wasn’t at all hungry. What she needed was information and reassurance. She reached for the deputy’s business card, but before she could pick up the phone, Deputy Manning entered the room.


  “I was just about to call you,” she said.


  “I hope that means you have your memory back."


  “Unfortunately not. Did you find my baby?"


  “No. We’ve been out in the canyon all day with search dogs and experienced personnel, and there’s no sign of a child. Our forensic experts believe the back door of the car opened on impact. Other than the shoe that was located outside the automobile, we found no other evidence, no footprints, no articles of clothing, nothing to indicate that a child or anyone else wandered away from the car. We’ll get a tow truck out there to retrieve your vehicle, but there’s not much left of it."


  “I guess that’s good... that you found nothing.” She wasn’t really sure whether it was good or not. Her daughter was still missing. As she gazed into the deputy’s eyes, she saw a gleam of skepticism.


  “What?” she asked. “Why are you looking at me like you think I’m hiding something?"


  “I’m just putting facts together, ma’am, facts that don’t add up. There’s a lot about your accident that puzzles me. We found absolutely no identification in your car, no purse, no wallet, no registration, nothing.” He let that sink in and then continued. “Now, I’ve never known a woman to take a road trip without some sort of bag."


  “It does seem odd,” she murmured.


  “When we ran the plates on your Honda, we learned that the car is registered to a Margaret Bradley. Upon further investigation, it was discovered that Ms. Bradley died in a convalescent hospital two months ago at the age of eighty-two. She resided in Los Angeles County, Venice Beach, to be exact. She had no known relatives."


  Margaret Bradley? She ran the name through her brain, but it meant nothing to her. “The name isn’t familiar."


  “And you don’t know how you happened to be driving her car about a hundred miles north of L.A?"


  “No.” She paused, not liking the tone in his voice or the frown on his face. “What are you implying? Do you think I stole the car?"


  “I hope not."


  “Well, I’m sure I didn’t,” she said quickly.


  “Hard to be sure of anything when you don’t know who you are."


  Was she the kind of person who could steal a car? It seemed unlikely, but how could she know?


  “If you’re in trouble, if you’re mixed up in something, it’s not too late to set things right,” the deputy said, his gaze hard and direct.


  “I don’t know if I’m in trouble. I don’t know who I am. I wish to God someone could tell me."


  “I can tell you who you are. I can tell you exactly who you are,” a man said from the doorway.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  Her heart sped up as a tall man wearing faded blue jeans, a gray knit shirt, and a black leather jacket strode into the room with a purpose that couldn’t be denied. Broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped, he moved like an athlete intent on reaching the goal line, no matter who got in his way. His dark brown hair, wavy and windswept, brushed the collar of his jacket, and as he drew closer she saw his eyes -- a fierce, fiery green filled with accusation and something that looked like hatred. She sat up straight, feeling the instinctive need to protect herself.


  Who was this man? And why was every nerve in her body going on full alert?


  “Who are you?” she asked warily.


  “What do you mean, who am I? You know who I am, Sarah. It hasn’t been that long since we’ve seen each other.” His gaze burned into hers. “Did you really think changing your hair color would stop me from recognizing you? If you wanted a disguise, you should have covered up those beautiful, lying blue eyes of yours."


  She swallowed hard, trying to make sense of his words. “Is that my name? Sarah?"


  His gaze sharpened, darkened. His lips drew into a tight line, and his hands clenched in fists at his sides. “Of course that’s your name. What the hell is going on? Why are you acting like you don’t know me? And where is Caitlyn?” He turned to Officer Manning. “Where’s my daughter?"


  “I don’t know,” Manning replied. “The paramedics reported only one person in the car after the accident -- this woman you’re calling Sarah."


  “What do you mean, Caitlyn wasn’t in the car?” He turned back to her. “What have you done with my daughter?"


  He gripped the bed railing, his knuckles turning white. She had the feeling it took all of his self-control not to put his hands on her neck and squeeze the answers out of her.


  “I have a head injury,” she said. “I don’t remember anything. I don’t know who you are, or who I am, and most important, I don’t know where my baby is."


  “What the hell are you talking about? What is she talking about?” he demanded of Manning.


  “According to the doctor, she has amnesia."


  “No fucking way,” he replied.


  “It’s true,” she said, but her words didn’t begin to dim the utter disbelief in his eyes. At least she had a few facts to work with now -- her own name, Sarah. And this man had confirmed that she had a child. “Caitlyn,” she murmured. “Is that my baby’s name?"


  “Of course that’s her name. And she’s not your baby. She’s our baby,” he said grimly. “You had no right to take her away from me, to keep her for so long without a word. Now you’re pretending not to remember anything? This is absurd.” He turned back to Manning. “Where is my child?"


  “That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Why don’t you back up and tell me who you are and who she is?” Manning replied.


  “I’m Jake Sanders. She’s Sarah Tucker,” he said impatiently. “We have a daughter, Caitlyn.” His voice roughened with emotion, and he sent her another harsh glare. “You don’t remember Caitlyn? What kind of a mother doesn’t remember her own child?"


  The accusation ripped her heart apart. She closed her eyes against the pain and the sense that he was right. She must be a bad mother, a very bad mother.


  “Look at me,” he said forcefully. “Look at her."


  His words demanded that she open her eyes.


  He pulled out his wallet and held up a photo.


  “This is Caitlyn. This is the child you took from me.” He shoved the photo into her hand.


  Her heart stopped as she stared at the picture. The little girl had a halo of gold curls on her head and a pink bow attached with a bobby pin just above her ear. She had an upturned nose and eyes that were a light blue, almost gray, eyes that mirrored her own. This baby, this little angel, was her daughter. She pressed the photo against her heart, feeling a wave of agonizing fear. Something was wrong -- terribly wrong. She knew it deep down inside.


  “Where is she?” Jake demanded. “Tell me where she is, Goddammit. You can’t just keep her from me."


  Officer Manning placed a warning hand on Jake’s arm. “Take it easy."


  Jake shrugged it off. “I have a right to know where my child is."


  “Yes, you do, but tell me, do you have a legal relationship with Ms. Tucker? Are you married?"


  “No, but we were talking about it, making plans,” Jake said with an impatient wave of his hand. “We lived together for almost two years in an apartment in San Francisco. But just because we weren’t married doesn’t mean I don’t have rights as a father. I talked to my lawyer. I talked to the police in San Francisco. They all agreed that Sarah couldn’t just steal my child from me. But they couldn’t do anything until we found her."


  “How did you find me?” she interrupted. “How did you know I was here in this hospital?"


  “Dylan. He’s been helping me look for you, and he has contacts in this area. Last night one of his police buddies sent him your picture and details on the accident. He recognized you immediately."


  “Who’s Dylan?” she asked.


  “My brother. He’s a journalist, you know that. Why are you acting like you don’t?"


  “I’m not acting. Isn’t San Francisco a long way from here? How did you get here so fast?” she asked.


  “It’s a five-hour drive, but I made it in four. I was afraid you’d disappear before I arrived."


  “When did you last see Sarah and your child?” Manning interjected.


  “Seven months, two weeks, and three days ago,” Jake said flatly. “I was on a business trip when Sarah disappeared with Caitlyn."


  “I left you? Why?” she asked.


  His hard gaze met hers. “Your note said, ‘This isn’t going to work. Don’t try to find me. Sarah.’ That was it. That’s all I got. Haven’t heard a word from you since. You disappeared off the face of the earth."


  She thought about his statement. It didn’t make sense. She’d supposedly been in love with this man. She had lived with him, been intimate with him, and had a baby with him -- why would she leave behind such a coldhearted note?


  “Why would I do that?"


  “Hell if I know.” He planted his hands on his hips. “You tell me, Sarah. You tell me how you decided to walk out the door one day and never come back. You tell me how you could throw away everything we had without any explanation."


  “I... I can’t."


  “Or won’t,” he challenged.


  “I don’t remember you."


  He drew in a quick, sharp breath at her words. He claimed to hate her, but her words appeared to hurt him. Her gaze traveled down his lean, muscular body, searching for some intimate connection. He said they’d made love, created a child together. Wouldn’t she remember laying her head against his solid chest, wrapping her arm around his waist, her fingers playing with the snaps on his jeans, his long legs pressing her down against the bed?


  A sudden wave of heat spread through her body, warming her from the inside out. Was she remembering or was she imagining?


  When she lifted her gaze to his, she saw a myriad of emotions flash through his green eyes, uncertainty, desire, anger... . His feelings for her were obviously complicated.


  “You will remember me,” he promised. “Before we’re done, you’re going to explain exactly why you destroyed our lives. But right now I just want Caitlyn. You want to be free of me, fine, but you don’t get to keep my daughter away from me. She’s mine as much as she’s yours, and you should have known, better than anyone, how I would feel about losing my baby."


  She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how to feel. He was accusing her of stealing their child. Why would she have done such a thing? Was she a horrible person? Was she ruthless, conniving, and manipulating, the way he implied?


  Or did she have a good reason for leaving him and taking her baby with her?


  Her dream flashed back, the warning voice -- He looks harmless, with his good looks, his winning personality. Everyone else thinks he’s a prince, but you know better. You’ve seen behind the smile and the mask that he wears.


  Had this man hurt her? Hurt their child? Was that why she’d run from him?


  She saw Officer Manning studying Jake Sanders with the same suspicious gaze with which he’d originally regarded her. Was he wondering the same thing? Did she have a good reason for wanting to take her daughter away from her father?


  “Can you prove it?” she challenged. “Do you have pictures of us together -- you, me, and Caitlyn? Do you have a copy of Caitlyn’s birth certificate, naming you as the father?"


  His gaze narrowed. “I have a copy of the birth certificate with my name on it, but not with me. I can get it."


  “What about pictures of us together?"


  He pulled out his wallet again and handed her another small photograph. “We had this taken in one of those carnival photo booths -- before Caitlyn was born."


  She stared down at the black-and-white photo of the two of them. Jake sat behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist. She leaned against him, a broad smile on her face, a laugh on her lips. She looked much younger, far more animated and relaxed than the woman whose face she’d seen in the mirror a few hours earlier. Jake also had a carefree sparkle in his eyes and a sexy grin on his lips. “We look... happy,” she said.


  “We were happy, until you ruined everything."


  His voice was rough with emotion, and as their gazes met she felt the stirring of something deep and painful, a powerful connection between them. Love? Hate? She didn’t know, but she couldn’t look away. Neither could he.


  Manning faded into the background. It was just the two of them locked in a silent battle that she didn’t begin to understand but could feel down to the tips of her toes.


  “Why did you have to take away every single detail of Caitlyn’s existence, Sarah?” Jake asked her, still holding her gaze. “You stripped her bedroom. And ours. You took everything -- the photographs, the toys, all the things we’d bought together. Caitlyn’s crib, her blankets, and the rocking chair I’d made for you. It was as if you wanted me to believe neither one of you had ever been there. Why?” He shook his head in bewilderment. “Did it make it easier for you to leave once you’d destroyed the home we’d made together? Did you think I could forget you? Did you think I could ever forgive you?"


  Sarah bit down on her bottom lip, tasting blood, almost relieved to have a physical pain to go with the emotional ache in her heart. Why had she done the things he accused her of doing? He must have hurt her or Caitlyn. It was the only thing that made sense. What kind of woman erased her very existence from a person’s life?


  Only a woman who was afraid of something or someone. Only a woman who was desperate to disappear without a trace.


  He had to be the reason for her fear. Otherwise she would have turned to him instead of running away. “You did something,” she said. “I don’t know what, but you must have done something."


  “I never gave you a reason to leave me.” Jake dragged his hand through his hair in frustration, his green eyes widening in disbelief. “Is that the way you’re going to play it now? Make up lies about us? It won’t work. I never hurt you. And I never hurt our baby."


  “I wouldn’t have taken our child and left you without a good reason."


  “How do you know that?” he challenged. “You said you don’t remember anything. Yet your memory is suddenly returning -- just in time to paint me as the bad guy? I don’t think so.” He glanced at Officer Manning. “You can check me out. I’m an architect. I work in San Francisco, and I’ve never gotten so much as a parking ticket. I’m not a dangerous man. My slate is clean. I have nothing to hide."


  “I hope that’s true,” Manning replied.


  “It is. Right now my main concern is finding Caitlyn. How can I help?"


  “I’d like to take the photograph of the child with me, so that we can broadcast a description of your daughter. If anyone saw Ms. Tucker with her child before the accident, that would give us a fixed time and location to work from."


  “That picture is old. It was taken a couple of months before Sarah left,” Jake said, his voice laced with bitterness. “Caitlyn would be much bigger now, sixteen months and a few days. She’d be talking and walking.” His voice faltered as he drew in a sharp breath. “I missed a lot of her firsts, but I won’t miss any more, Sarah. No more. I want my daughter back."


  Sarah swallowed hard, his raw, painful words cutting her to the core.


  Jake turned back to Manning. “The only reason I have that picture is because it was in my wallet. Sarah took the other photos with her when she left, or she destroyed them. If I hadn’t had that one, I would have been left with nothing."


  Officer Manning cleared his throat, breaking the thick tension in the room. “I’ll give this back to you when I’m done.” He took the photo from Sarah’s hand. “We’ll have to sort out the rest later. Why don’t you come down to the station with me, Mr. Sanders? I can fill you in on our investigation, and you can tell me more about your relationship with Ms. Tucker."


  Sarah wanted to protest. Who knew what lies Jake Sanders would tell the deputy? Then again, she didn’t want to be left alone with Jake. Maybe it was better if he went down to the station. She would have some time to figure out what to do next.


  “All right.” Jake sent Sarah a meaningful look. “But I’ll be back. We have a lot to discuss."


  As the men left the room, Sarah knew she wasn’t going to sleep again. She was going to do what came naturally to her -- run. Her instincts told her to get out of the hospital. She needed to find her daughter.


  Swinging her legs to the side of the bed, she gently put her feet on the floor and tried to stand up. Dizziness hit her again like a huge ocean wave dragging her under, and the pain behind her left eye was stabbing and intense.


  She took several deep breaths, waiting for the pain to subside. It didn’t, so she just ruthlessly pulled the IV needle out of her arm. Then she grabbed her clothes off the end of the bed and began to dress. It seemed to take forever, every movement painful. She had just finished tying her shoes when the door opened, and her heart sank.


  “I knew you were going to run,” Jake said, meeting her gaze head-on.


  “Where’s Deputy Manning?” she asked in a shaky voice.


  “I realized as soon as I stepped out of the room that there was no way in hell I could leave you alone. I told the deputy I’d talk to him later. It’s just you and me, Sarah.” He shut the door behind him with a definite click. “Just you and me.”


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  Sarah instinctively backed up until her legs hit the bed and there was nowhere else to go. Jake moved forward until he was inches away from her. He towered over her by at least half a foot. He was too big, too strong, and too male. She felt an overwhelming sense of fear, but she couldn’t let him see that she was afraid.


  They were in a hospital, she reminded herself. There were doctors and nurses out in the hall. He couldn’t hurt her here.


  “Why don’t you tell me where you’re going?” he said.


  “To find my daughter.” She refused to be intimidated by this man. At the moment she didn’t know if what he’d said about her was true or false. Until she did know, she was going to follow her instincts. Right now her instincts told her not to show any weakness.


  “I thought you didn’t know where Caitlyn was."


  “I don’t know where she is, but I can look. I can’t just lie here and do nothing."


  “Or maybe you’re going to get her, so you can take off again,” he suggested.


  If she knew where her daughter was, maybe she would do that, because something was off between her and this man. She couldn’t imagine behaving the way he’d described -- unless she’d been desperate to escape. However, she couldn’t help thinking that to remove all evidence of her existence before she left seemed more premeditated than desperate, more calculating than fearful. But she’d been afraid in her dream, and despite the bravado she was putting on now, she felt a sense of fear. There was danger somewhere -- she just didn’t know where.


  “Nothing to say?” Jake prodded. He took another step closer to her. His breath whispered against her cheek, drawing goose bumps across her arms. She could feel the power in his body standing so near hers, and the air sparked with tension between them.


  She cleared her throat and forced herself to look at him. “I told you I just want to find my daughter."


  Jake didn’t reply for a long, tense moment, his gaze deep and hard, his eyes searching hers for the truth. She wanted to look away, but she couldn’t give in to the temptation. He would only think she was trying to hide something.


  Finally he gave a frustrated shake of his head. “I don’t know if you’re lying or not. I used to believe I was good at reading people, but you... you proved me wrong. I never suspected that you had so many secrets. I was completely taken in, fooled in every possible way."


  She was surprised he would admit to such a thing. He seemed like a proud, confident, arrogant man. Or was he playing his own game, trying to make himself look like a victim?


  “I imagined seeing you a million times in the last seven months,” he continued. “I thought about what I would say to you -- what you would say to me. I expected that you’d have a big story to tell me, some logical explanation for your departure. I never anticipated a sudden case of amnesia. It’s a good defense. You don’t have to answer any questions, because you don’t remember."


  The cutting anger in his voice drew her chin up. She couldn’t defend her actions before she’d woken up in the hospital, but she could stand up for her behavior in the past twelve hours. “I’m not faking the memory loss. I don’t recall anything before I woke up in this bed. You’re no more familiar to me than the deputy who was just here. I don’t know you. I don’t remember anything about our life together. You could be telling me a boatload of lies. I don’t trust you any more than you trust me."


  Jake picked up the photo of the two of them that still rested on the bed. “You need proof that we were together. Here it is."


  “That woman’s hair is lighter."


  “You had blond hair when I knew you.” His eyes narrowed. “Come on, Sarah; you can’t deny this woman is you."


  She couldn’t deny it. Despite the different hair color, and the cuts and bruises she now wore, the face was the same one she’d seen in the mirror. “Even if it is me, I don’t remember having the picture taken. I don’t remember being with you at all."


  He shook his head in anger and frustration. “Fine, you don’t remember. So I’ll tell you the way it was. We had an intense, passionate relationship. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. We were together for two years, and I thought I knew you inside and out. Then I came home one day to an apartment I didn’t recognize, a home stripped bare of everything and everyone. At first I thought something terrible must have happened, a stranger had come into our home and hurt you or kidnapped you and Caitlyn. But that didn’t jive with the way you’d left the house so neat and tidy and utterly empty. I haunted the police station for weeks. I hung up posters all over the city. I pleaded on television for someone to come forward and tell me where you were."


  “I don’t know what to say.” She felt damnation in each horrible word he uttered.


  “Then just listen. Our friends, my coworkers, even one of the cops, suggested you might have had postpartum depression. No one came right out and said it, but I knew they were wondering if you’d harmed yourself and Caitlyn, too. But I kept telling them that you’d never hurt our child. You couldn’t do such a thing."


  “I don’t believe that I did,” she said quickly. “Officer Manning told me he found fresh milk in a bottle in the backseat of my car. Caitlyn has to be okay. She’s just somewhere I can’t remember."


  “I hope to God that’s true, Sarah."


  “It has to be true,” she said, hearing desperation in her own voice.


  “Then maybe you left me for another reason. I don’t care anymore what that reason was. What you did to me was unforgivable. And seeing you now alive and well only makes me remember how many hours I wasted worrying about you. The days kept passing, and I couldn’t get any answers. The police gave up. No evidence of a crime, just a runaway girlfriend -- that’s what they called you. So I hired private investigators, one after another. They all came up empty. They told me to accept the fact that you’d left of your own volition, and you’d probably had help, because there was no trail whatsoever. Even my friends encouraged me to move on, forget the last two years of my life, as if I could do that. We’d made a family, you, me, Caitlyn. And you ripped it apart. You destroyed everything."


  If Jake was faking the raw, bitter pain in his voice, the agony in his eyes, he was an incredible actor. But if he was telling the truth, it sounded like she was a terrible person, cold and so cruel. Sarah didn’t know which scenario she preferred.


  “I don’t understand,” she said helplessly.


  “That makes two of us,” he continued. “Because when I went looking for you, I discovered that everything you’d told me about your past was a lie. I ran down your supposed relatives on the East Coast. You said your parents died when you were young, and that you’d gone to live with a grandmother in Boston, but that person didn’t exist. You told me you went to Boston College, but they never heard of you. You came into my life out of nowhere, and you vanished exactly the same way. I almost started to think I’d imagined you, made you up. I thought I was going crazy,” he said with a wave of his hand.


  “You’re saying that I lied to you from the beginning?” she asked in surprise.


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying."


  She put a hand to her temple as her headache deepened in intensity. Her senses began to spin, and her legs felt so weak she sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. Jake’s face began to blur, and she twisted her fingers in the blanket and sheet so she wouldn’t fall over.


  “Are you all right?” Jake put his hand on her shoulder to steady her, and then yanked it away, as if he couldn’t bear to touch her. His forehead drew into tight lines as he frowned. “Or is this another play in your game? Get me to feel sorry for you? Get me to go find the nurse or the doctor so you can leave?"


  “I... I just need to catch my breath."


  Jake’s eyes narrowed. “You’re white as a ghost. You look like you’re going to pass out. This had better not be an act, Sarah. I can’t take any more lies from you."


  “It’s not an act,” she murmured, knowing that she couldn’t faint. She had to stay awake so she could deal with Jake, not that it wouldn’t be appealing to escape the fury in his eyes -- if only for a few minutes. His anger and accusations were burning a hole right through her heart.


  But some inner voice warned her not to assume that everything he said was the truth. She had to trust her own instincts. Words were just words, and Jake could have an agenda for wanting her to believe that she was a horrible person. He could be the one who was lying.


  Jake pushed the call button for the nurse. “Let’s get an objective opinion."


  “I’m okay,” she said. “It’s a lot of information to take in all at once."


  “Or you’re giving yourself a minute to think up another story."


  Before she could reply, the nurse entered the room, frowning when she saw Sarah dressed in her street clothes. “Now, where do you think you’re going?” Rosie asked.


  “To find my daughter,” she said, even though she couldn’t summon up the strength to get back on her feet.


  “You need to rest,” the nurse said. “Come on, now; lie down."


  “I don’t want to lie down,” Sarah protested, but knew she was too weak to win this battle. Seeing the resolve in the nurse’s face, she lay back on the pillows, stretching her legs out in front of her.


  “That’s better.” The nurse untied Sarah’s shoes and pulled them off. “Your body has been through a lot. You need to give yourself time to recuperate. Why don’t I get you a sleeping pill?"


  “No,” she said immediately, hating the idea of losing any more control over her life. “I don’t need a pill."


  “Well, if you find the pain gets worse and you can’t sleep, call me.” The nurse glanced over at Jake. “Maybe you should let her get some rest."


  Jake frowned but reluctantly nodded. “All right, but I want to talk to her doctor."


  “I’ll let Dr. Carmichael know you wish to speak to him,” the nurse replied. She moved over to the window and drew the curtains, then flipped off the overhead light as she left, leaving the room in shadows, only a small stream of light coming from the part in the curtains.


  Jake moved slowly toward the door. He paused, giving Sarah a long, speculative look. “I’ll be right outside. Don’t even think of leaving here without me."


  * * *


  Alone in the dark room, Sarah felt another wave of fear wash over her. Why couldn’t she remember anything about her life? She could feel the love for her child deep in her soul, but the only image she had of Caitlyn was the child in the photograph. And Jake -- she didn’t remember him at all. Why wouldn’t she recall a man with whom she’d been intimate, the father of her child? At the very least, why couldn’t she feel the same love for Jake that she felt for Caitlyn? Had she loved him? Or was that just what he wanted her to believe?


  Picking up the photograph of the two of them together at the carnival, she saw again the smile on her lips, the sparkle in her eyes. The emotion didn’t appear forced or fake. Jake looked happy, too. There was certainly no love in his eyes now. He hated her.


  Jake claimed that she’d lied about everything in her past. If she’d done that, she must have had something to hide. There must have been a logical explanation for why she’d left him and taken their child, and more reasons for why she’d been driving a car that didn’t belong to her in an area of California in which she didn’t appear to live. But what were those reasons?


  It was no wonder everyone looked at her with suspicion. She was suspicious of herself. She might not have a memory, but she did have a brain, and adding up all the bits and pieces she’d learned about herself revealed a very disturbing picture. Unless she was a raving lunatic, there had to be someone else in that picture, someone who had given her a reason to do what she’d done. Was it Jake?


  Although she’d been eager to get rid of him, now she couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing. She didn’t like the idea of him talking to the police without her, or even to her doctor. Shifting restlessly on the bed, she finally sat up and made another attempt to stand. She took it slowly, fighting through the dizziness as she got to her feet. Once she felt steady, she walked across the room to the door and opened it just wide enough to take a look around.


  Her room was at the far end of the hall. Across from her was a stairwell. At the other end of the hall was the nurses’ station, where several people in blue scrubs could be seen milling around. There were other random people in the hallway, but the most important figure was Jake, standing a few yards away with his back to her. He was talking on his cell phone.


  She opened the door wider, trying to catch his conversation.


  “I found her,” Jake said. “Yeah, she colored her hair, but she couldn’t get rid of those curls -- those damn curls. There’s no mistake.” He paused for a moment. “The police have been searching for Caitlyn in the canyon where the accident occurred. What I need you to do is go there and check it out for me.” He listened to the reply and then said, “She claims she doesn’t remember anything. I’m going to check with Sarah’s doctor. I’ll get back to you when I know what I’m going to do about her."


  Sarah shut the door, her pulse racing. Whom had Jake been talking to? And more important, what was he planning to do about her?


  * * *


  Jake sat down in a chair in the hospital corridor and leaned his head against the wall. The last time he’d been in a hospital was when Caitlyn was born -- one of the happiest days of his life. That moment seemed like a lifetime ago.


  Closing his eyes, he took a long, deep breath. He’d found Sarah, and the moment he’d anticipated for seven long months had not been at all what he’d expected. He’d prepared himself for a showdown, a battle for Caitlyn. He’d never once considered that he would find Sarah and she wouldn’t be with Caitlyn. Where on earth had Sarah hidden their daughter?


  He wanted to shake the answers out of her. He’d never felt such violence or anger toward a woman. Sarah had ruined him. And it appeared that she’d ruined herself too. She’d lost at least ten or fifteen pounds. She’d never been heavy, but now she was so thin she looked fragile, breakable. Her beautiful blond hair was a lifeless brown, her eyes filled with shadows, her demeanor nervous and wary.


  Where was the woman he’d fallen in love with?


  She was nowhere. She didn’t exist, he reminded himself. The woman he’d lived with was a liar and a thief. He couldn’t forget that. He couldn’t let her get under his skin again. He had one goal now, and that was to find Caitlyn. Sarah was only going to be a means to that end, nothing more. He would stay with her until he had his daughter. He couldn’t take the chance that she would run again.


  Still, it took all the strength he had not to walk out of the hospital and join in the search for his child. But the police were doing their job, and Dylan was on his way to the accident scene. It was smarter for him to stay here and keep the pressure on Sarah.


  So far Sarah had played the amnesia card exactly right. Her eyes had never once revealed any spark of recognition for him. Was she that good an actress? Could she really hide the truth so completely? Or was she truly without any memory whatsoever? It seemed impossible to believe that she could forget everything that had happened between them. She was probably faking it.


  Opening his eyes, he glanced around the corridor and saw a young woman watching him. She had dark hair and eyes, and there was a pinched look about her white face, worry in her expression. When she realized she’d been caught staring, she gave him a nervous smile. “It’s hard to wait,” she said. “I hate hospitals. They’re so depressing."


  “Yeah, I know what you mean,” he muttered shortly. He didn’t feel like making conversation with a stranger. Fortunately they were interrupted. Jake got to his feet as a tall, gray-haired man paused in front of him.


  “Mr. Sanders?” he queried.


  “Yes, are you Sarah’s doctor?"


  “I believe so, if we’re speaking about the woman in 407 with amnesia resulting from a car accident."


  “Yes. Her name is Sarah Tucker. I’d like to find out more about her condition. What can you tell me?"


  Dr. Carmichael stepped aside as someone pushed a food cart down the hallway. He waved Jake into a nearby waiting room. “Why don’t we speak in private?"


  Jake cast a quick look down the hall. Sarah’s door was closed. While he didn’t trust her to stay put, he knew she was too weak to go far. Even if she ran, he would find her.


  * * *


  "I want the girl,” the man said.


  Sarah’s heart stopped as she saw the man pull a gun out of his jacket pocket and take aim. His hand was calm; not a single tremor shook his fingers. She gazed at his wrist, mesmerized by the tattoo of a tiger. She’d seen that tattoo before. Where?


  The gun suddenly exploded, and a rocketing blast reverberated through her body, ringing her ears, almost knocking her off her feet. She put a hand over her mouth, muffling her scream of shock and terror.


  She couldn’t believe what had happened. He’d done it. He’d actually pulled the trigger. Bright red blood streamed across the tile floor. God, how could anyone bleed so much and stay alive?


  She had to get help. She had to say something, but she couldn’t get any air into her lungs.


  The scene in front of her faded away, turning to blackness. She strained to see some light, but she was completely blind.


  Someone was holding her down, covering her mouth and nose. She was going to be the next person to die. But he wasn’t shooting her; he was suffocating her, she realized. In seconds it would be over.


  Desperation broke through her paralysis. She pushed against the weight pressing on her, using her hands to swing at anything she could reach. Her fist connected with skin, bone. She heard a grunt, a curse, but the voice... it wasn’t the same voice. Who was it?


  Sarah’s eyes flew open. A man stood over her, wearing blue scrubs and a mask over his mouth and nose. He had a pillow in his hand, the same pillow that had just been covering her face.


  He was coming back after her. He was going to try again.


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  Sarah screamed as loud as she could, raising her hands to fight off her attacker. The man struggled for a moment, then swore and dropped the pillow before running from the room. Gasping, Sarah put a hand to her mouth. Seconds later Jake burst through the door, a concerned expression in his eyes.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded.


  “A... a man,” she stammered, waving her hand toward the door. “Did you see him? He... he tried to smother me with that pillow.” She pointed to the pillow now lying on the floor, her heart racing in triple time.


  Jake looked down at the pillow, then back at her. Disbelief flooded his eyes. “What are you talking about?"


  “I was asleep. When I woke up a man was holding that pillow against my face, so I screamed. Didn’t you see him? He ran out of the room two seconds ago."


  “I saw a male nurse come out of your room,” Jake said slowly.


  “That was the guy. He was dressed in scrubs."


  “Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?"


  “I know the difference between a dream and reality,” she snapped. But she had to admit there was a small niggling doubt in the back of her mind. She had been asleep. She’d been dreaming of gunshots and blood. Was she wrong? Had she just imagined that feeling of suffocation?


  No, it wasn’t her imagination. He’d put the pillow against her face. She could still taste the cotton fibers in her mouth. He’d tried to suffocate her.


  “Oh, my God!” The reality of what had just happened settled in. “He tried to kill me.” She looked at Jake in confusion, the horror of the past few minutes sinking into her brain. “Why would someone want to kill me?"


  Jake stared back at Sarah for a long moment, doubt clouding his gaze. “You tell me."


  “Obviously I don’t know,” she returned. “Could you at least go look for him?"


  “Is this another trick to get me out of the room?"


  “Are you out of your mind?” she asked in exasperation. “Forget it. I’ll look myself."


  “Hang on,” Jake said with a frown. “If someone was trying to kill you, he’s not going to be standing in the hall. He’d be long gone by now."


  As Jake finished speaking, Rosie rushed into the room, looking worried. “What’s going on?"


  “There was a man in my room wearing scrubs,” Sarah said. “He tried to smother me with that pillow.” She pointed again to the pillow on the floor.


  “What?” Rosie’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “Are you sure?” she asked hesitantly. “You do have a head injury. Is it possible you might have imagined --"


  “No, it’s not possible. It happened. I know it did,” Sarah said, desperation in her voice. Why wouldn’t anyone believe her?


  “Okay, okay. Calm down. I’ll call security,” Rosie said, holding up a reassuring hand. “I’m sure someone will be right up to talk to you about what happened."


  “Are there any male nurses working on the floor right now?” Jake asked. “Maybe we could talk to them, see if someone had a reason for being in the room."


  Rosie shook her head. “We don’t have any male nurses on duty at the moment. But I’ll ask at the nurses’ station if anyone saw anything. I don’t believe there were any further tests ordered, but it’s possible one of the lab guys came in here -- perhaps to draw some blood."


  “He wasn’t here to draw blood,” Sarah said firmly.


  “Before you go,” Jake said as Rosie headed to the door, “has anyone called or asked about Sarah?"


  Rosie hesitated. “I think there was a call earlier. One of the other nurses took it. Ms. Tucker was sleeping, and we had her phone turned off. The nurse forwarded the call to Dr. Carmichael’s office. I can check with him."


  “I already asked him if he’d spoken to anyone else, and he hadn’t,” Jake said. “However, it would be interesting to know if it was a man or a woman who called. Could you find out that much?"


  “Of course,” Rosie said with a nod.


  Sarah looked at Jake as Rosie left the room, a half dozen thoughts running through her mind. “That call to the nurses’ station could be from a friend, maybe whoever has Caitlyn, or...” She licked her lips as another idea occurred to her. “Or it could have been that man who just tried to kill me. He could have asked what room I was in. Maybe that’s how he found me."


  Jake frowned. “I don’t understand what’s going on here, Sarah."


  “Neither do I. But until I remember my life, I need to protect myself.” She made a quick decision. “Could you hand me my shoes?"


  “You’re not going anywhere."


  “Look, last night someone tried to run me off the road. And just now when I was sleeping, I dreamt that I saw a man kill someone."


  “Whoa, hang on a second,” he said, raising a hand. “You dreamed that you saw a murder?"


  “That’s what I said."


  “And then you woke up and someone was trying to smother you.” He couldn’t keep the skepticism from his voice. “I don’t know, Sarah. Maybe you weren’t all the way awake."


  “That wouldn’t explain why you saw a man leave my room,” she countered.


  “True,” he said slowly. “But you could have misread his intent. The pillow fell on the floor during your restless sleep. He came in, picked it up, and was putting it under your head when you woke up."


  “I know that sounds like a logical scenario, but that’s not what happened.” She paused, wondering why he was trying so hard to convince her that no one had tried to kill her. He hadn’t been the man in her room, but she still didn’t trust him. “Show me your arm,” she said abruptly.


  “What? Why?” he asked in surprise.


  “Pull up your sleeve and show me your right wrist. In my dream the man who was holding the gun had a tattoo on his wrist. I want to know if it was you."


  “You’re crazy, Sarah. I’ve never shot a gun in my life."


  “Then you won’t mind showing me your wrist, will you?” she challenged.


  Jake hesitated and then shoved up the sleeve of his leather jacket along with his shirt, revealing nothing but skin. “Satisfied?"


  “About that,” she replied. Until she knew exactly why she’d left him, she was going to keep her guard up.


  Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of an older man dressed in a business suit. “I’m Randall Jamison, head of hospital security,” he said, his tone serious, his eyes concerned as he approached the bed. “What’s the problem?"


  Sarah related exactly what had happened, describing the man in her room as best she could. She also told him about her car accident the night before, and the possibility that the two events were connected. While Randall Jamison didn’t appear to doubt her story, he didn’t seem confident that they would find the person. Sarah had to admit that she wasn’t giving him much to go on. It had happened so fast, the room in shadows, the man’s face covered by a mask. She wasn’t even sure she’d recognize the man if she saw him again.


  “I’ve posted a guard outside your room,” Randall said as they finished their conversation. “I’ll also discuss the situation with Deputy Manning and see what else he wants to do in terms of an investigation."


  “Thank you.” After Randall left, Sarah picked up the pitcher next to her bed and attempted to pour herself a glass of water. She didn’t realize her hands were shaking until she spilled half the water onto the table. She set the pitcher down and drank what little water she’d gotten into her glass. Then she took some tissues and mopped up the spill. All the while she could feel Jake’s gaze on her. He seemed to be analyzing her every move, and she felt more than a little uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny. “What?” she finally demanded. “What are you thinking?"


  “That you were always neat,” he said, surprising her.


  “Really? That’s the first positive thing you’ve said about me.” Her words brought the scowl back to his face.


  “That’s all I’ve got,” he replied, obviously regretting his momentary lapse in anger.


  “So what do we do now?"


  “Hell if I know.” He turned his back on her and walked over to the window. He pulled the curtains wide open, dispelling the lingering shadows in the room.


  She was grateful for the light and relieved to deflect Jake’s attention from her for at least a moment. She needed to regroup, get her wits about her. Unfortunately, her respite didn’t last long.


  Jake moved back toward the bed, taking a seat in the chair next to her. He leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, clasping his hands together. “If you’re in danger, then Caitlyn is, too."


  She nodded. “I know. I’m really worried about her."


  “Then, dammit, you’d better remember where the hell you left her,” he said grimly. “Every second counts, Sarah."


  “I’m trying. What else can I do? Everyone keeps telling me to sleep, but each time I do there’s a new nightmare."


  “Tell me more about this particular nightmare. What exactly did you see?"


  She thought for a moment, wanting to get it right, not to miss any important details. “I saw a man holding a gun. On his right wrist was the tattoo of a tiger. He said something like, ‘I want the girl.’ I had the sense that I was watching from someplace nearby, and he wasn’t aware I was there. I remember thinking I should try to stop him, to say something, but then the gun went off and there was all this blood. I was afraid to draw attention to myself. The next thing I knew I couldn’t breathe, and I started struggling. When I opened my eyes a man was trying to smother me with a pillow. I screamed and he ran. Then you came in."


  Jake’s gaze met hers. “Was it the same man who was in your dream?"


  She hadn’t considered that possibility, but how would she know? “I didn’t see the shooter’s face in my dream, or if I did, it’s hidden away in my mind. I suppose it’s possible it was the same man, but they sounded different."


  “Where were you in the dream? Was it a house, an apartment? Were you outside? What was surrounding you?"


  “There was a tile floor -- maybe a kitchen floor. I think I was in a house. I don’t remember cupboards or tables or anything specific. I don’t even know if it’s something that really happened or just a bad dream caused by my head injury."


  “Let’s go with the theory that it’s a memory. The man said he wanted the girl...” Jake’s voice faltered. “Do you think he was talking about Caitlyn?"


  Sarah’s pulse jumped. “I -- I thought he was talking about me, but maybe you’re right. Maybe he was talking about Caitlyn. Oh, God!” She put a hand to her mouth, her lips trembling. “I didn’t think about that."


  “You didn’t see Caitlyn in your dream?"


  “No. I wasn’t aware of anyone but the man holding the gun. I don’t even know who was shot. Obviously it wasn’t me.” She couldn’t stand to think it was her baby. “There was a shadow,” she said, focusing on a new detail appearing in her mind. “It was taller, bigger than a child. I’m sure it wasn’t Caitlyn. There had to be someone else in the room, another adult. That’s who was shot."


  Jake jerked to his feet, pacing back and forth next to her bed. “I don’t know what to believe. You lied over and over to me. Hell, you could still be faking this whole amnesia thing."


  Anger swept through her. She was getting tired of defending herself, but she was going to do it one last time. “If I were faking, I wouldn’t still be here in this hospital. I’d know where Caitlyn was. I’d know who my friends were. I’d be able to call someone to come and get me. I’d be able to look you in the eye and tell you exactly why I left you. More important, I wouldn’t be sitting in this hospital bed waiting for someone to try to kill me again, now, would I?"


  Jake looked like he wanted to argue, but was interrupted by Rosie. The nurse pushed the door halfway open and said, “The person who called about you was a woman, but she didn’t leave her name. I’m sorry. That’s all the information I have."


  “Thanks,” Sarah said.


  “A woman,” Jake echoed as Rosie left. “I hope it was the person who has Caitlyn, but if it was, where is she? Why hasn’t she shown up here?"


  “Maybe she’s far away.” Sarah frowned as Jake suddenly headed toward the door. “Where are you going? Jake?”


  * * *


  Jake ignored Sarah’s call as he ran into the hall, remembering the woman he’d spoken to earlier. She’d said she was waiting for news about someone, but she’d been staring at him, watching him. Had she also listened to his conversation with Dr. Carmichael? They’d moved into the waiting room, but they certainly hadn’t shut any doors. It was quite possible she’d heard every word they’d exchanged.


  He strode quickly down the corridor, but there was no sign of her anywhere. He checked the waiting room. It was empty. He stopped at the nurses’ station, where Rosie was working at a computer.


  “Is there something else?” Rosie asked.


  “There was a woman here earlier. She had brown hair. She was wearing jeans and a red sweater,” he said, searching his mind for the details. “Do you remember her? She said she was waiting for news about someone. She was standing about three doors down."


  “There were a lot of people here during visiting hours,” Rosie replied with an apologetic smile. “She doesn’t stand out in my mind."


  He sighed. Of course no one had seen the woman. That would have been too easy. He walked back down the hall and paused to speak to the security guard outside Sarah’s room. “I’m Jake Sanders. I’m with the woman inside, Sarah Tucker. Will you let me know if anyone approaches you to ask about her condition? And make sure you check the ID on any hospital personnel. The man who attacked Ms. Tucker was dressed as a male nurse."


  The guard nodded. “Yes, I’m aware of the situation."


  When Jake reentered the room he found Sarah sitting on the edge of her bed, looking as if she were poised to flee. She hadn’t put on her shoes, but they were close by, and she was still dressed in her street clothes.


  “Where did you go?” she asked.


  “I spoke to a woman earlier. She said she was waiting for news about someone, but I suddenly had the thought that maybe she was looking for information about you. She seemed to be watching me."


  “Why wouldn’t she have come to my room?” Sarah asked.


  “Either she wasn’t looking for you, or she got the information she needed about where you were, what your condition was."


  “My condition?"


  “Dr. Carmichael spoke to me about your amnesia. I really have no idea if she heard anything or not, but she’s gone now."


  Sarah frowned. “Let’s see. There are at least two other people besides you who are interested in me -- the man who tried to kill me, and the woman who called to ask about me. I wonder if they’re connected or acting independently."


  He rolled his neck around on his shoulders, the tension of the past twenty-four hours tying knots in his muscles. When he’d jumped in the car to head south, he’d had no other expectation than to wrap his arms around his daughter and confront Sarah. Now the situation was far more complicated, and he was running as blind as Sarah was.


  Sarah played with the bed sheet, twisting her fingers in the white cotton material. She wore no jewelry, no watch, no rings, no necklace. He wondered what she’d done with the jewelry he’d given her -- what she’d done with everything. But there was no point in asking, not now, anyway.


  He glanced at his watch. It was almost four thirty. He’d spoken to his brother over an hour and a half ago. Dylan should have checked in by now.


  “You want to be out there, don’t you?” Sarah asked. “In the search, looking for Caitlyn."


  “Hell, yes, I’d like to be out there, but I can’t, because I don’t trust you not to run.” She didn’t bother to deny his statement, which only made him more certain that he had to stick close to her.


  “I’d like to be out there, too. It’s difficult to wait, to worry, to wonder."


  Her words sent his blood pressure through the roof, and all the anger he’d been holding back blew sky high.


  “You think it’s hard?” he demanded. “You don’t know anything about what’s hard. I spent the last seven months in torture, wondering where the hell you were."


  “I’m --”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” he said with a wave of his hand. “You are responsible for everything bad that is happening. My daughter wouldn’t be in danger right now if you hadn’t left me without a word. I would know where she is. I would be protecting her, because I’m her father, a fact you conveniently seemed to forget. What you did was unforgivable. Indefensible. So don’t even try, because I will never, ever believe a word you say."


  Turning his back on her, he strode toward the window and stared out at the parking lot. He didn’t even see the view before him. He was too busy fighting the desire to put his hands on Sarah and shake the truth out of her. So intense was his concentration, it took him a moment to realize that his cell phone was ringing. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw the number for the sheriff’s department.


  It was about time. “Hello?"


  “This is Deputy Manning, Mr. Sanders. We’ve concluded our search of the canyon, and your daughter is not there."


  Jake let out a breath. Finally an answer to something. He was relieved on one hand, but on the other hand he still didn’t have his daughter.


  “I met with your brother earlier,” Manning continued. “He told me about the private investigation you ran on Ms. Tucker. I also did some checking myself, and Ms. Tucker has no fingerprints on record, no social security number, no credit cards, no paper trail. While it’s concerning, it’s not criminal -- not yet, anyway. I’ll stop by the hospital as soon as I’m done here. Security already filled me in on the alleged attack. Obviously Ms. Tucker is mixed up in something. Hopefully she’ll get her memory back soon and will be able to answer our questions."


  “What about my daughter? What else are you going to do to find her?"


  “We’ll discuss that when I get there. The good news is that your daughter wasn’t in the car. She’s probably tucked away somewhere safe."


  “I hope so."


  “What did the deputy say?” Sarah asked as he hung up the phone.


  He turned back to face her. “They’ve finished the search. Caitlyn wasn’t there. Manning will be down here shortly. He said he hasn’t been able to verify your existence, that you’ve probably been living under another name."


  She sat up straight, her brows drawing into a confused frown. “You mean I’m not Sarah Tucker?"


  “That’s the name you gave me. But like Manning, I never could find any evidence of your existence."


  “How is that possible? I thought with the Internet, it was easy to find anyone."


  “Not someone intent on hiding, someone very good at covering her tracks. When you disappeared, I discovered that the woman I knew didn’t exist. You had given phony references to the café where you worked. You had no credit cards in your name, no bank accounts, not even a driver’s license. I never thought to ask if you had a license when you told me you didn’t have a car. I never thought to question where you kept your money. After you moved in with me, I paid all the bills."


  He walked toward the bed, holding her gaze. “Every investigator I worked with suggested that you had help in disappearing, and that it probably wasn’t the first time you’d pulled a vanishing act. You had to have had connections to construct an identity for yourself that allowed you to live freely and yet disappear completely when you were ready to go.” He paused. “But someone somewhere knows who you really are."


  “Maybe that’s the person who’s trying to kill me,” she said.


  “Maybe it is."


  “And I won’t see him coming, because I don’t know who he is."


  “Then you’d better get your memory back fast. I’m going to get some air."


  Sarah stretched out on the bed and sank back against the pillows as Jake left the room. She was both relieved and terrified to be alone. She didn’t know where the danger would come from next, but she was certain that whoever was after her was not through trying. She had to remember. She simply had to.


  Squeezing her eyes shut, she searched desperately for a memory. But there was nothing. She knew there was only one way to get into her brain; she had to try to sleep. Her nightmares might be the only way to find her daughter.


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  The questions were so simple. He wanted to know her name, where she came from, what she did, who she was. He was so handsome, so sophisticated, so clearly out of her league that she couldn’t help but hesitate. Deep in her heart she wanted to speak the truth, the whole ugly truth, but she was afraid of the results. Things would change. He wouldn’t smile at her the way he was smiling now -- not if he knew who she really was. If she didn’t give him the right answers, he’d walk away. It had happened before.


  What did it matter in the end? She would be who he wanted her to be. She’d learned that important lesson years earlier. Give them what they want, and then they’ll want you.


  Sarah woke up with a start, not sure how long she’d been asleep, but the room was filled with dark, late afternoon shadows. Blinking rapidly, she took in the now-familiar surroundings of her hospital room. The clock read five thirty. She’d been asleep for about an hour. She’d been dreaming again -- about a man. He’d been wearing a tuxedo. But his face remained vague, in the shadows of her mind. Was it Jake she’d dreamed about? Was it one of their early dates, when she’d first told him the lies about herself?


  For some reason she didn’t think so. Was it possible there was another man in her past? Someone else she had lied to? She frowned at that disturbing thought. What kind of a woman lied again and again? The only answer was that she had something to hide. And now she wasn’t just hiding the past from others; she was also hiding it from herself.


  Sitting up, she put a tentative hand to her head. The swelling had gone down, and her temple was much less painful. The dizziness also seemed to have eased. As she stretched her stiff limbs, she wondered where Jake was and, more important, what he was doing.


  The door to her room opened, and she turned her head, expecting to see Jake, but it was another man. He was taller than Jake and thinner, dressed in a navy blue suit with a light blue tie that hung loose about his neck. His hair was brown but spiked and streaked with blond highlights, giving him a bit of a surfer look that didn’t quite match his conservative attire. His eyes were a light brown, flecked with the same gold as his hair.


  As he approached the bed, she tensed. Her first thought was that he was one of the doctors who had been called in to consult on her case, but there was something about the look in his eyes that bothered her. Her heart sped up.


  “Who are you?” she demanded. “How did you get in here?"


  Sarah reached for the call button as the man moved closer to her bed.


  “Ready to call in the cavalry so soon?” he drawled. “I’m hurt. We haven’t even talked yet, Sarah."


  “I asked who you are,” she repeated, unsure of what to make of his cynical, sarcastic tone.


  “That’s right. Jake says you don’t remember anything or anyone. Very convenient."


  “Not for me. How do you know Jake?"


  “I’m his brother, Dylan,” he replied, his gaze never wavering from her face. “Sound familiar, Princess?"


  “Only in that Jake told me he had a brother,” she replied. Now that she knew who he was, she threw back her shoulders and lifted her chin. She might have to answer to Jake, but she didn’t have to answer to his brother. “And don’t call me princess."


  “What should I call you? I doubt Sarah is your real name, since I’ve spent the past seven months looking for you. My gut tells me you’ve been a number of people over the years, depending on whatever scam you were running. Otherwise we would have been able to track you down. But you were playing a game, a very good game -- I’ll give you that. You seemed so sweet and innocent, Jake’s perfect blond angel, but that was just an illusion, wasn’t it? Underneath that eager-to-please exterior was a woman who knew exactly what she was doing. You figured out everything Jake wanted, and then you gave it to him. You were smarter than I thought. But finally you made a mistake. You drove your car off the road and ended up where we could find you. So, game over.” His gaze hardened. “Why don’t you come clean, Sarah? Give Caitlyn back to Jake. Let him raise her. I’m sure a baby must be cramping your style."


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What you say means nothing to me, and frankly, the person you’re describing doesn’t feel like me."


  He shook his head, his eyes glittering in disbelief. “Doesn’t feel like you -- well, isn’t that informative? Fine, you don’t know anything about the past, so I’ll fill you in. I walked away before. I kept my mouth shut, because Jake was stupidly in love with you, but I will not stand by and let you hurt my brother again. I will do whatever it takes to get Caitlyn back for Jake. And you won’t stand in my way. Got it?"


  There was no doubt about the threat in Dylan’s voice. Sarah had one more enemy to add to the rapidly growing list of people who didn’t like her.


  The door opened, and Jake walked in holding two cups of coffee. His eyes were weary, his face showing a dark shadow of beard across his jaw. As he handed Dylan a cup, he frowned. “I told you to wait for me before you talked to Sarah."


  “I wanted to see her for myself,” Dylan said. “You’re right: She looks like hell. But I don’t feel one ounce of sympathy for her, and neither should you."


  “I don’t,” Jake replied.


  While they reconfirmed their dislike of her, Sarah eyed their coffees with envy. She could have used a shot of caffeine to raise her energy to face the night ahead, but she wouldn’t ask Jake to get her a cup. He’d no doubt suspect some ulterior motive. Instead she asked, “Did you speak to Officer Manning again? He said he was going to come by, right?"


  “He’s downstairs,” Jake said. “Look, Sarah, I don’t know if Dylan told you, but he arranged for the local news channel to send a reporter over here. They want to do a short interview with you, ask for the public’s help in identifying you and locating Caitlyn. It will air on the six-o’clock and eleven-o’clock newscasts tonight."


  “But we already know who I am,” she said, suddenly terrified at the prospect of going on camera and talking to a reporter.


  “Someone may have seen you with Caitlyn at a rest stop or a restaurant, a gas station, somewhere that would help us pinpoint your location before the accident.” Jake’s eyes narrowed suspiciously at her hesitation. “Is there a problem?"


  “Someone is trying to kill me. That’s a problem,” she said, panic rising. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for me to go on television."


  “It’s no secret you’re here in the hospital,” Jake said. “In fact, the more public you are, the more difficult you’ll make it for someone to get to you."


  Everything he said was true, but her mind still urged her to say no. “I think it’s a mistake."


  “Why?” Dylan shot out. “What are you afraid of?"


  “I’m not sure. My instincts tell me to lie low."


  “Well, my instincts tell me that we’re going to need all the help we can get to find Caitlyn,” Jake said. “You’re going to do this if I have to carry you down there and force you to speak. This is a great opportunity for us to get the word out that Caitlyn is missing. I’m not going to waste it. And you have to be there, because you were with her. It’s your face someone may recognize, not mine. It’s also possible that whoever has Caitlyn will see the broadcast, realize you’re not coming back, and step forward."


  She knew he was right, and her reluctance was only making Jake and Dylan more suspicious of her -- if that was even possible. She had no choice but to agree.


  “All right. I’ll do it,” she conceded. “When is it?"


  “Ten minutes, downstairs."


  She swung her legs off the bed. “I need to use the restroom.” She stood up slowly, her head spinning. Jake started to reach for her, and then thought better of it. Dylan watched her as if he were waiting for her to reveal something. Despite the fact that they weren’t leaving her alone, she knew she was very much on her own. The two men were united -- against her.


  It was odd, but the feeling of being alone felt very true to her. She sensed she’d been on her own for most of her life. She’d told Jake her parents had died. That felt right. The rest, she had no idea.


  When she thought she could move forward without falling, she put one tentative foot in front of the other until she had crossed the room. She reached for the restroom door with relief.


  Once inside, she put her hands on the sink for balance and stared at her face in the mirror. The bruises around her eyes were darker, and the small cuts on her cheek were healing. Her brown hair was a mess, thick, tangled, curly, frizzed at the ends, completely wild. She felt a distinct feminine yearning for a hairbrush but settled for running her fingers through her hair, trying to get rid of some of the bigger tangles.


  The familiar motion made her pause. She’d done this before. An image flashed through her mind. Her hair was blond, and there’d been a man in the mirror, coming up behind her, his strong hands slipping around her waist as he nuzzled her neck with his lips. She could feel his warm mouth on her skin, his hard body behind hers. She looked for his face in the glass, but it remained maddeningly out of reach.


  It had to have been Jake. They’d been lovers, obviously. They’d had a child together. But had he been the only man in her life? She was twenty-eight years old, according to Jake. They’d been together two years. That left her early twenties up for grabs. She had to have been somewhere before she arrived in San Francisco. She had to have had friends, relatives. Why was her past so elusive? Had she told so many lies that she didn’t know what the truth was anymore?


  Lies implied secrets, danger -- had she done something horrific? Or had she seen someone else do it? Was she a victim or a villain?


  She stared at her face in the mirror, determined to find something there that jarred her memory. But eventually her features turned into one unrecognizable blur. She didn’t know who she was. But someone knew the truth about her. And they wanted to kill her. There had to be a reason why.


  * * *


  “You’re sure Sarah isn’t faking this amnesia?” Dylan asked as he dug his hands into the pockets of his slacks and paced around one side of the small hospital room.


  Jake sighed. He didn’t need his younger brother’s overwhelming cynicism to make this any more difficult. “She’s pretty good if she’s acting,” he prevaricated.


  “Well, you already know she’s good,” Dylan reminded him.


  “It’s not just me. The doctor is convinced as well."


  “Yeah, well, Sarah has a way of distracting men from the truth."


  “Just say you told me so; then we can get it over with.” Jake knew his brother had been biting back the words for the past seven months.


  “I told you so,” Dylan replied, meeting his gaze. “I knew Sarah was lying, but you wouldn’t believe me, and you should have. I’m your brother. I have your back. And you know women are natural-born liars. But still you ignored all the warning signs."


  Jake knew his brother wasn’t just talking about Sarah. “She’s not Mom."


  “She’s the same,” Dylan said with a shrug. “She left, didn’t she?"


  Jake didn’t want to go down that path. His brother’s bitter feelings about their mother ran extremely deep. “Let’s stay focused on the present, shall we?"


  “Fine. Maybe something will come of the newscast. Although Sarah certainly doesn’t want to do it -- not exactly the actions of a woman desperate to find her child."


  “She’s scared,” Jake admitted. “She’s had a rough twenty-four hours. Someone has tried to kill her twice.” He’d filled his brother in on the events of the past two days, and while Dylan still believed Sarah was no innocent bystander, he was at least beginning to believe that whatever she was involved in was bigger than her.


  “Which is why going public is a good idea. We need to find out who has Caitlyn. And if Sarah is in danger, so is your daughter."


  “I know,” Jake murmured, his gut clenching at the thought. “I can’t stand not knowing where she is."


  “How are you handling being with Sarah again?"


  Jake couldn’t even begin to answer that question. His conflict must have shown on his face, because Dylan’s mouth was already turning down at the corners.


  “She’s getting to you, isn’t she? I knew it,” Dylan said.


  “Don’t be an ass. She’s not getting to me."


  “I saw the way you looked at her when she got out of bed and stumbled. You almost reached for her. You wanted to help her."


  “Reflex action,” Jake said, avoiding his brother’s piercing gaze. Dylan had a way of seeing through people’s walls. That was why he’d been able to see through Sarah. But right now Jake didn’t want his brother analyzing him or his reactions to Sarah.


  “You have a bad habit of wanting to rescue people,” Dylan said. “You spent half our childhood rescuing me, remember?"


  “Yeah, well, someone had to. Look, she’s not playing me, all right? I haven’t forgotten what she did. But the situation is more complicated now. It’s not just about Sarah walking out on me. There’s a lot more at stake. Right before Sarah was attacked earlier, she told me that she dreamed she saw someone get shot. If she witnessed a murder, then that could be why someone is after her."


  Curiosity sparked in Dylan’s eyes. “A murder, huh? What else did she see in her dream?"


  “She saw the arm of the man who was holding the gun. He had a tattoo of a tiger on his wrist. She couldn’t identify where she was, but she felt like she was in hiding. The man said, ‘I want the girl.’ Jake drew in a sharp breath as the words reminded him that that girl could be his daughter. “Then he took a shot at someone."


  Dylan’s lips tightened. “Is that it?"


  “Sarah saw blood, but that’s all she remembers. When she woke up, there was a man in her room trying to smother her with a pillow."


  “Right,” Dylan said. “Well, at least some information is coming back into her head. Although she never seems to remember enough, does she -- just little teasing bits. When did this alleged murder happen? While she was with you? After she left you?"


  “I think it was before she left me -- maybe the reason she ran."


  “If it happened while she was with you, why wouldn’t she tell you, go to the police, ask for help?” Dylan gave a warning shake of his head. “Don’t start giving Sarah reasons for running off with your kid."


  “I’m putting the facts together."


  “Just don’t manipulate the facts to paint the picture you’re looking for. If you let that woman convince you that she’s some innocent --"


  “She’s not going to convince me of anything that isn’t true,” Jake interrupted. “But I can’t ignore what Sarah tells me. My daughter’s life is at stake."


  Dylan nodded, conceding the point. “All right. It’s not much to go on, but I can look through the crime files. We might get lucky on the tattoo. It could represent some kind of gang affiliation. If it means something, I’ll figure it out.” He stopped talking as Sarah came through the door. “Was it the right wrist or the left?” he asked.


  “What are you talking about?"


  “The tattoo on the arm of the killer in your dream."


  “You told him about that?” she asked Jake.


  “Why not? It might help us figure out who you are."


  “I guess,” she said. “It was the right wrist, I think... I don’t know. It’s hazy now."


  Jake could see that Sarah’s vague reply only deepened the skepticism in Dylan’s eyes.


  “Of course it’s hazy,” Dylan said. “What else would it be?"


  Sarah’s back stiffened. She shot Dylan an angry look. “I don’t care whether you believe me or not, but I’ve told the truth to every question that I’ve been asked since I woke up in this hospital room."


  Jake was surprised by Sarah’s strong response. It occurred to him that he’d never seen her react with anger toward anyone in the two years they’d been together. She’d always kept her feelings in check, her expression pleasant. She’d been a people pleaser, not someone who liked to stir things up, or even a person willing to continue an argument. She’d done everything she could to avoid conflict, usually by giving in.


  But this new Sarah, who couldn’t remember who she was, had also forgotten how to stay neutral, how to keep herself from showing emotion. In some odd way he thought he might be closer to getting to know the real her than he had ever been.


  Sarah slipped her feet into her tennis shoes and then sat down on the bed to lace them. Her hands shook, reminding Jake that she’d come very close to losing her life. She certainly wasn’t faking the bruises and the injuries she’d suffered, nor the pain in her eyes. He told himself not to feel sorry for her. Sarah deserved the same kind of pain he’d been living through for the past seven months and more.


  Sarah finished tying her shoes and stood up, facing him with determination in her blue eyes. “Where are we doing this?” she asked.


  “There’s a conference room downstairs. It’s just going to be you, a reporter, and a cameraman."


  “You’re not going to be part of the interview?"


  “I don’t want to confuse anyone by suggesting that we were together. We want the public to think about whether or not they saw you alone, or you and Caitlyn together."


  “They’re going to put Caitlyn’s picture on the screen during the live shot,” Dylan added. “It’s not up-to-date, of course, but maybe those blond curls will ring a bell."


  Sarah nodded and threw back her shoulders as she headed for the door. “Let’s go. I want to get this over with."


  * * *


  Every step Sarah took toward the downstairs conference room filled her heart with dread. She was going to do an interview that would be broadcast around the county. Who knew who would be watching her, listening to her? But this was a good opportunity to get the word out that Caitlyn was missing.


  But was she missing? Or had she hidden her daughter somewhere?


  The thought had been growing slowly in her mind. If someone were trying to hurt her and her daughter, wouldn’t it have made sense for her to find a way to protect her child, put her in a safe place? However, if that place were somewhere close by, why hadn’t anyone come forward to see her, to tell her that Caitlyn was okay? And if she had been in trouble, why hadn’t she turned to Jake for help at some point in the last seven months?


  She blew out a breath of frustration. She didn’t have any answers, but she did know one thing for sure: She’d gotten herself involved in something big, something that made her a target for murder. And she prayed to God that her daughter wasn’t in the middle of her mess. She had to find a way to make things right. Maybe this interview was the first step. But as they reached the conference room, every instinct she had screamed at her to run, to hide in the shadows, to stay out of sight, not to trust anyone or anything. Somewhere in her past she’d been betrayed by someone she’d trusted.


  Jake caught her eye, a question in his gaze. “What’s wrong?"


  “I don’t want to do this."


  “You have to."


  “Sarah is just stalling, trying to figure out how to protect herself,” Dylan interjected. “She only cares about herself and what she has to hide."


  “Maybe what I have to hide is the only thing protecting Caitlyn,” Sarah returned, glaring at Dylan. “You told me you don’t know who I am or where I’ve been. You don’t know any more about me than I do."


  “I know a liar when I see one,” Dylan retorted.


  “That’s enough, both of you,” Jake said, cutting Sarah off before she could reply. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. None of us knows where Caitlyn is or why she’s not with you, Sarah. But this is one thing we can do to try to move forward. And that’s the only place I’m interested in going. So let’s get this over with."


  Sarah drew in a deep breath as they entered the conference room. An attractive blonde named Jillian Davis greeted them, giving Dylan a particularly flirtatious smile. They seemed to know each other from somewhere, talking about their time together on a previous story while the cameraman set up the shot. Finally Jillian turned to Sarah.


  “I’ll just ask a couple of questions,” Jillian said. “Try to be as open as you can. Let the public see your desperation, so they will want to respond to your plea for help. This is going to be a live shot."


  Live? That meant she couldn’t screw up. She had to get it right the first time. Sarah sat down in a chair in front of a big bright light. She could hear Jillian speaking to her cameraman about how much time before they started. Their voices faded in her head, replaced by a rush of panic. She closed her eyes, trying to find some calm, but then another disturbing image popped into her head...


  There were news trucks outside the building, reporters with microphones, light stands set up on the sidewalk. Every network in the city was waiting for the news.


  “It’s almost time to go,” a woman said. “No one will see her leave, I promise."


  She ignored the woman, looking over at the tall man in the center of the room, the one who was calling the shots. “I can’t do this."


  “It’s too late to change your mind. From now on you’re dead; do you understand? It’s the only way out."


  “Ms. Tucker. Sarah.” The voice seemed to come from a long way away. “What’s wrong with her? Is she going to be able to do this?” Jillian asked.


  “Sarah, snap out of it."


  Jake’s voice broke through her reverie, and she jerked under the hand he had placed on her shoulder. Her eyes flew open. “What? What did you say?"


  “I said we’re ready.” His gaze narrowed. “You disappeared right in front of me, went into your head. What did you see? What did you remember?"


  Before she could answer, the cameraman was counting down the seconds, “Five, four, three, two, one, go."


  Dylan dragged Jake out of the shot as the reporter said, “This is Jillian Davis reporting live from St. Mary’s Hospital, where an amnesia victim needs the public’s help to find her missing child.” Jillian turned to Sarah with an encouraging smile. “Tell us what we can do.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  With a suspicious eye Jake watched Sarah stumble through her answers. Something had happened to her. She’d gone into herself, remembered something that scared her. Did it have to do with Caitlyn?


  Sarah appeared to have gathered herself together now, but he could see that it was a struggle for her to speak. Her answers were short, clipped, and no matter what Jillian did to encourage a longer response, Sarah remained maddeningly brief in her replies. Finally it was over. The lights went off, and Sarah slumped in her chair.


  Dylan shot him a pointed look, reminding Jake that his brother thought Sarah’s behavior was odd, too. Nothing new there. Fortunately Dylan walked Jillian and the cameraman out of the room, leaving Jake alone with Sarah. He needed to talk to her before she got her guard back up.


  “I didn’t do well,” she said, looking down at her hands. “I froze when it started."


  “You froze before it started.” He moved over to her, squatting down in front of her so they were eye-to-eye. “What did you remember? Don’t try to lie. I know it was something."


  “I was in a building, and there were reporters’ news trucks outside. There were a couple of other people in the room, and they were talking about getting me out without anyone seeing me. I didn’t want to go, but this man said I had to go, that I was dead, and it was the only way out.” She raised her gaze to his, and he could see the fear in her eyes. “I had the feeling that whoever I was that night I was never going to be again."


  Jake considered her words, his gut churning. Her statement confirmed what he already knew --  that Sarah had once been somebody else. But who?


  “The fact that you were involved in something that the press was covering is very interesting,” he said slowly.


  Sarah nodded. “Yes, but I don’t know where I was."


  “Was anyone wearing a uniform? Could you have been at a police station? What about a courthouse? Did you see a judge, a court officer, a bailiff?"


  “No one was wearing a uniform, just suits, nondescript suits,” she said with a shrug. “I was in some sort of an office. It could have been in the courthouse or in a police station, but I can’t say for sure."


  “You saw faces this time?"


  “They were vague, but sort of,” she said.


  “You’re going to have to do better than that, Sarah."


  “It was a flash, Jake. It lasted, like, ten seconds in my head. I didn’t know it was coming. I couldn’t get ready for it."


  “Just think for a minute. Can you describe the people in the room?"


  “Only that it was a man and a woman. The man was tall. He had a commanding air about him. It felt like he was in charge. They talked about getting me out through a side door."


  It sounded to Jake as if someone had been trying to help Sarah hide. It could have been the cops, her family, friends -- how could he know? But the fact that there had been news trucks implied that whatever she’d been involved in was big enough to warrant press coverage. That meant there must be a paper trail regarding that particular story, if he could figure out what the story was.


  He stood up as Deputy Manning and his brother paused just outside the room, conversing with the hospital’s head of security.


  Sarah grabbed his arm. “Don’t tell them what I just said,” she pleaded.


  Jake wondered why. “I’m not going to keep your secrets.” But when Manning and Dylan walked over to join them, he decided to hear what they had to say first. He needed to think about Sarah’s latest flash of memory, figure out what it might mean. He also wanted to ask her why she’d panicked at the idea of him discussing her memory with the police.


  “I’ve spoken with Mr. Jamison in security,” Manning said. “They don’t have any new information on the man who entered your room earlier. They’ve talked to the employees on the floor, and no one saw anyone who didn’t belong there."


  Jake hadn’t really expected a different answer. Sarah’s description had been vague at best.


  “We removed your car from the canyon,” Manning continued. “It’s in the impound lot. We found no other evidence or clues to your past in the vehicle. Except for the items belonging to the child, the car was clean. Our best hope is that tonight’s broadcast will generate some new leads.” He glanced from Jake to Sarah. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”


  Sarah gave a brief shake of her head, barely glancing at the deputy. She certainly didn’t appear eager to work with law enforcement, and it was clear she knew that Manning had his doubts about her. Who could blame him? Sarah was a mess of contradictions. Jake had lived with her for two years, but he barely recognized the woman before him.


  “I’m not feeling well. I’d like to go to my room,” Sarah said, sending him a pleading look.


  He felt himself weaken at her desperate gaze. She was hurt. She was scared. And she wanted him to help her. He told himself he was concerned only because of Caitlyn. He didn’t want Sarah to lose her grip on reality. Getting her memory back could be crucial to finding his daughter.


  “I’ll walk you up,” he said as Sarah got to her feet.


  He avoided looking at Dylan, afraid he would reveal too much.


  “I’ll check with you both in the morning,” Manning said. “Hopefully we’ll have some good leads to follow."


  Jake put his hand on Sarah’s arm as he escorted her out of the room. Dylan fell into step on her other side, the security guard following behind them. They didn’t say a word as they made their way back up to the third floor.


  Once inside her room Sarah kicked off her shoes and sat down on the bed with a weary sigh. She looked almost defeated, Jake thought. It wasn’t just the pain of her injuries that was taking a toll -- it was the fear running through her. And he suspected it was that fear that was keeping her memory at bay. How could he give her the courage to face the demons in her head, especially when he didn’t know what those demons were?


  She hadn’t trusted him enough to tell the truth about herself when they were together, and she certainly didn’t trust him now. Nor did he trust her. Where did that leave them?


  There was a dinner tray on the bedside table, and Sarah picked up the aluminum cover to reveal a plate of chicken and mashed potatoes. Jake felt his stomach grumble at the sight. The food didn’t look all that appetizing, but he couldn’t remember when either of them had last eaten. “You should eat,” he told her. “You need to get your strength back."


  “I’m not hungry."


  “Eat anyway. Do it for your daughter."


  She reluctantly picked up her fork. “What about you?"


  “He’s coming with me,” Dylan said. “Down to the cafeteria. No arguments. The guard is outside, and Sarah isn’t going anywhere, right, Sarah?"


  “Right,” she muttered. “I wouldn’t know where to go, and with someone trying to kill me, it’s smarter to stay where I have someone watching out for me. I’m not an idiot, no matter what else you may think of me."


  Jake hesitated, but his appetite won out. “Fine. I’ll be back in thirty minutes. You’d better be here, Sarah."


  “I will be,” she replied, meeting his gaze.


  There had been a time in his life when he’d never doubted her. Now he had nothing but doubts.


  * * *


  “Stop checking your watch. Sarah isn’t going to run,” Dylan said about twenty minutes later as he worked his way through a plate of spaghetti and meatballs.


  “I’m not just worried about her leaving. I’m worried about who else might show up now that Sarah has gone public."


  “What was with her during the broadcast? She looked terrified."


  “Right before the interview Sarah told me she had a flash of being somewhere with the media nearby waiting for a story. She was being hustled out of the building in secret. She said she had the feeling she was going to have to disappear, to live under another name."


  Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like a scene from a movie."


  “Or Witness Protection,” Jake suggested. The idea had been running around in his brain since Sarah had told him about the memory. “Think about it -- if Sarah witnessed a crime, then she could have been asked to testify. Her life might have been in danger. And if her testimony was important, someone might have tried to hide her. Maybe that’s why she lied to me about her past,” he added, feeling as if the pieces of the puzzle were beginning to make sense.


  “That’s a lot of ifs,” Dylan told him.


  “True. But we know that Sarah saw someone get shot."


  “Or that’s what she wants us to think. She drops a few key details here and there and paints a picture that could be true or not."


  Jake nodded. “You might be right, but let’s go with the theory that her complete memory is lost and the bits and pieces that she’s remembering are clues to her past. Do you have any contacts in Witness Protection?"


  “I can look into it."


  “Good, thanks. I’ll stay with Sarah tonight. Tomorrow I want to go out to the accident scene. After that, if Sarah is well enough to leave the hospital, I’d like to take her down to LA. Manning gave me the address on the car registration. Apparently there is no one at that address who knows anything about the owner of the car, Margaret Bradley, or Sarah, but it’s an apartment building, and Manning didn’t check with everyone living there."


  “Sounds like a plan."


  “Not much of one, but all I’ve got,” Jake said. “I just hope we get more leads from the broadcast tonight. I appreciate you setting that up. In fact, I appreciate everything you’ve been doing."


  “It’s no problem. I owe you, Jake. We both know that."


  “No, you don’t,” Jake said quickly.


  “Yes, I do,” Dylan replied, meeting his gaze.


  Jake saw a flash of pain flit through his brother’s eyes and knew that despite his best efforts Dylan would be forever haunted and damaged by their past. What his mother had started with her sudden unexplained departure when Jake was ten and Dylan was seven, his father had finished with his brutal bullying of Dylan, who could never do anything right. Jake had tried to protect Dylan, but he hadn’t always succeeded.


  “Stop giving me that look; I’m fine now,” Dylan said, reading his mind.


  “Yeah, that’s what you always say."


  “Forget about me. We’ve got more important things to worry about. We need to get your kid back."


  Jake threw a couple of dollars on the table and stood up. “Did you find a motel for the night?"


  “I will when I leave here. Be careful, Jake,” Dylan said as he got to his feet. “If someone wants Sarah dead, it’s not a stretch to think they’d take you out to get to her."


  * * *


  Sarah couldn’t believe she was actually missing Jake’s presence. She’d spent most of the day wishing she could find a way to get rid of him. His never-ending suspicions kept her nerves on edge. But there was also something about his intensity, his determination to find his daughter, his strength and confidence that made her believe that if anyone could bring Caitlyn back to her, it was Jake. Not that he intended to hand his daughter over to her; she’d have to fight him for that. Surely, once her memory returned, she’d be able to do just that. But right now all she really wanted was to know that Caitlyn was safe. The rest would work itself out.


  She flipped through the television channels with restless fingers. While her body was tired, her mind was still keyed up from the interview. She had done a terrible job. She’d felt as if every word she spoke was taking her down a path she didn’t want to go. She’d gone against her instinct to stay in the shadows because of her desire to find her daughter; but somewhere inside she was terrified she’d done more harm than good.


  Jake opened the door, and her pulse jumped at the sight of him.


  When he came into a room she never knew what to expect. Most of the time he was extremely pissed off at her, but here and there she saw moments of softening, of kindness, or maybe she just wanted to see something good in him. She needed a friend, an ally, someone to trust, but was Jake that person?


  He took off his jacket and tossed it over the back of the chair next to the bed. Then he sat down and stretched out his long legs in front of him, folding his arms across his chest. He looked like he was settling in for the night.


  “Are you going to sleep in your clothes?” he asked.


  “I think so,” she replied. The hospital gown made her feel far too vulnerable. She wanted to be ready to flee at a moment’s notice. “Where’s your brother?"


  “Looking for a motel. He has his computer with him, so he’s going to get on the Net tonight and see what he can find out about some of the clues you’ve given us -- the tiger tattoo and the idea that you may have been involved in some sort of press-worthy case."


  “You told him about that?"


  He met her gaze. “He’s my brother. I’d trust him with my life -- and yours,” he added.


  “He doesn’t like me."


  “No, he doesn’t. He suspected you were lying to me long before you left, but I didn’t listen. In fact, I kicked him out of our home and said he didn’t know what he was talking about. Fortunately Dylan doesn’t hold a grudge. As soon as you disappeared with Caitlyn he came back, and he’s worked tirelessly to help me find you."


  Sarah looked away from Jake’s bitter gaze. She didn’t want to talk about her disappearance. She didn’t want to hear again how she’d destroyed their lives. Instead she wanted to go a little farther back, find a way to understand the life Jake had told her about. She hit the mute button on the television and asked, “How did we meet?"


  He frowned. “That’s not important, and I don’t want to get into the past with you."


  “You’re going to have to, Jake. I need to remember my life, and you’re the only one who has any information. Maybe something you tell me will bring my memory back. That’s what we both want, isn’t it?"


  Jake sighed and stared down at the floor for a long moment. He cracked the knuckles on his left hand, then his right. As she watched him, something fluttered deep within her. She’d seen him do this before when he was stressed, and she had the feeling that she’d worried about him, which surprised her. Jake was a big, strong guy, smart, more than able to speak his mind and to stand up for himself. So where would the anxiety have come from? Love?


  He’d told her that they’d had a passionate romance, but it was difficult to believe, not just because she didn’t remember him, but also because he didn’t act like he loved her. He was so cold to her. She got a chill whenever he came near. Had his love disappeared with her hasty departure from his life? Or had something happened before that?


  “We met in a café down the street from my office,” Jake said abruptly, lifting his gaze to hers. “You’d just started working as a waitress. I used to get lunch there on a regular basis. My architectural firm was down the street."


  “What do you design?"


  “Commercial buildings. But the day we met I was working on a personal project, a house I was planning to build. You were fascinated by the process and told me how much you loved houses, and you were dying to see some of the famous Victorians in the city. I offered to give you a tour, since you said you’d just moved to town and didn’t know anyone. You didn’t accept at first, but after a couple of invitations you said yes."


  So she’d been cautious at first -- that felt right to her. “Go on."


  “The next weekend we spent all day Saturday looking at houses; then we moved on to the Transamerica Pyramid, Coit Tower, and the old bank buildings on Market Street,” Jake continued. “When we were done, we went to dinner and talked for hours.” He paused, an odd light coming into his eyes. “Actually, I didn’t realize until after you left me how much I talked and you listened. At any rate, we went out again the next night for dinner, and by the weekend we were in bed together."


  His words were so pragmatic, but the actions he described were romantic, passionate, whirlwind, and not at all cautious. “That fast?” she murmured.


  “You said I swept you off your feet,” he replied, his voice now laced with disbelief. “In retrospect you must have had an ulterior motive."


  “Like what? Are you rich? Was it about money? Did I steal from you when I left?"


  “You took a couple hundred dollars out of the dresser drawer in our bedroom, but you didn’t have access to my bank account.” He leaned forward, his gaze darkening. “The thing is, Sarah, I wouldn’t have cared if you had taken every cent I had, if you’d left Caitlyn with me."


  She wanted to defend her actions, but she couldn’t.


  “I kept thinking you’d have second thoughts,” he continued, “that you’d come back or call or write me a letter. A couple of weeks after you left I received some hang-up calls, breathing on the other end, but no one would talk. It drove me crazy, but I didn’t want to change my number in case it was you or it was someone who knew about you.” He paused. “And then there was the break-in."


  Her heart skipped a beat. “What are you talking about? What break-in?"


  “About two weeks after you left, I came home and the back window of the apartment had been broken. Someone had come in, tossed the furniture, stolen some petty cash and my laptop computer. The police couldn’t lift any fingerprints. They never figured out who did it.” He took a breath as he met her gaze. “I know what you’re thinking, that it was connected to your disappearance. I thought so, too, but another apartment in the building was also broken into. In the end, the police believed it was just your ordinary, run-of-the-mill burglar."


  “It seems odd to me,” she murmured, especially since she now knew that someone was trying to kill her. Had they been trying to kill her when she was with Jake, too? Was that why she’d run? Had they broken into Jake’s apartment to find out where she’d gone, or to see if she’d left something important behind? If she’d cleaned out the apartment before she left, had she been trying to hide something?


  “The timing felt coincidental,” Jake admitted. “But the fact that two apartments were broken into made it seem more random."


  “Which might have been what they wanted you to think."


  “It’s easier to see that now. At the time I didn’t have any idea you had a secretive past or were in danger. All I had was a note saying our relationship wasn’t working and you were leaving."


  She sighed at his unforgiving tone. “Is there anything you can tell me about myself that’s good? Just one little thing, like maybe I squeezed the toothpaste from the bottom up, or I made really great popcorn, or anything?"


  Jake didn’t look eager to comply with her request. “I can’t remember."


  “I’m sure that felt good to say. A taste of my own medicine, huh?"


  He tipped his head in acknowledgment. “It’s hard to swallow, isn’t it?"


  Silence fell between them. She couldn’t bring herself to beg for more information, and it was clear that Jake couldn’t get past the anger he felt toward her. It radiated off of him in thick, pulsing waves, making the air between them tense and uncomfortable. It was going to be a long night.


  “You liked to take pictures,” Jake said finally.


  “Of what?” she asked.


  “Buildings, landscapes, flowers, animals, pretty much whatever grabbed your interest. Not people, though. You never shot people. Even when Caitlyn was born, you seemed reluctant to take photos of her. I have no idea what you did with the ones you did take. They disappeared with you."


  “What else?” she asked, eager for as much as he could give her. “What about your family? Do you have other siblings besides Dylan? Parents? Grandparents? Did we spend time with them?"


  He gazed back at her, his expression still grim. “My parents divorced when I was ten. That’s the last time I saw my mother. My father and I don’t spend time together anymore. You never met him. We did, however, visit my grandmother a few times in the convalescent home. She liked you, but she had Alzheimer’s, so God only knows who she thought you were half the time. Are we done? Because this is a waste of time. It doesn’t matter who you were or what you did with me. What we need to figure out is where you’ve been the last seven months."


  “I know, but how do we do that? All I have is a deeply ingrained sense of fear and the belief that I’ve been running for a long time."


  “Maybe you have,” he said. “I should have dug deeper when you were with me. I should have asked more questions."


  “Why would you? It sounds like we had a normal relationship."


  “I knew better than to take you at face value. My parents’ divorce was brutal, and the months leading up to it were a nightmare of accusations and lies. Afterward was no better. I grew up thinking it would be smarter to stay single and save myself a shitload of pain. But, no, I let you get under my skin. I broke every rule I’d ever made for myself, and you screwed me every way you could."


  “I’m sorry I hurt you,” she said, the words springing forth before she could stop them.


  His eyes darkened. “How can you be sorry when you claim not to know what you did?"


  “Because it’s clear that I caused you pain. And it’s obvious that I wasn’t the only one in your life to do that. It sounds like you had a rough childhood."


  “I’m not going to talk to you about my parents."


  “Then tell me about mine,” she said, changing the topic again in search of something that would give her a clue to her past.


  “I don’t know anything about your family. You said they were dead, that they died in a car crash and you went to live with your grandmother in Boston, but I couldn’t find her or any record of her -- or you, for that matter. So that was a lie."


  She sighed. It seemed every question she asked eventually led to a dead end. “Are you sure there’s nothing else I told you about my parents, like where we lived, or what they looked like, or what they did for a living?"


  “You said you missed watching old musicals and movies with your mom. I think she was a stay-at-home mom. You didn’t mention a job. Apparently when you were a little girl, your mother used to take you to a movie theater in the afternoons where --"


  “Where movies were a dollar,” she finished, excitement racing through her veins. “I remember that movie house. It was one of those big, old-fashioned theaters. We used to sit in the balcony in the front row. I’d put my feet up on the railing." She paused. "Weird that I would remember that and nothing else."


  “Maybe you remembered the movie house because there’s nothing about it that scares you. But something terrifies you. There has to be a reason why your brain is protecting you from your memories."


  “Is that the way you think of it?"


  “How do you think of it?” he countered.


  “I feel lost in my own head. It’s strange. It’s like you’re telling me a story about someone I don’t know. Some things you say feel right, but others don’t. I’m trying to rely on my instincts, but I feel like I’m walking through a minefield."


  “Because you mixed lies with truth, Sarah. That’s why things don’t add up. You should try to get some sleep. Maybe when you wake up you’ll know who you are. And we can go get Caitlyn."


  “How was I with Caitlyn?"


  He cleared his throat. “Good. You were good,” he said roughly. “The two of you were inseparable from the moment I cut the cord and handed her to you."


  “You cut the cord?” she echoed, the tender image at odds with the hard man sitting in front of her.


  “Yeah, I did. I was there for every second of the fourteen hours you were in labor. And when Caitlyn was born, my life changed.” His gaze settled on her face. “It was the best moment of my life. The worst was when I realized you’d taken Caitlyn and left me.” He jerked to his feet. “I’m going for a walk."


  “Jake..."


  “What?"


  “Did we really love each other?"


  He paused by the door. “When you get your memory back, you’ll know the answer."


  * * *


  “She went on the news,” Shane Hollis said, adrenaline rushing through his blood as he turned off the television set in his motel room. He hadn’t anticipated that she would go public. It changed everything, and it would make it more difficult to get to her. “She went on the fucking news,” he repeated.


  The silence on the other end of the phone disturbed him. He’d already failed several times. He knew he would have only one more chance at the most. If he didn’t kill her, his own life would be over.


  There had been a time when they were equals, brothers -- or so he had thought. But what had started out as a game in their youth had taken turns he had never imagined. He stared down at the tattoo on his wrist, still remembering the day they’d gone in to get them. The tiger stood for fierceness, power, loyalty, brotherhood. He hadn’t realized at the time that it also stood for murder.


  He was in too deep now; there was no way out. The price of belonging to their elite group was blood on his hands that would never come off. He could only continue what had begun years earlier.


  “I’m disappointed in you,” the man said. “After all I’ve done for you."


  Shane wanted to point out that he’d done far more in return, but he remained silent. The order of power in their group had been established long ago. The man on the other end of the line had known how to use each one of them to his own advantage. But he had made one critical mistake -- a woman with long blond hair and blue eyes, a woman who still had to be silenced.


  “I’ll get her,” Shane promised. “I just need some time. Besides, she doesn’t remember anything. She’s not a threat right now. We can wait until things cool down."


  The pause at the other end of the line sent a chill down his spine. It wasn’t his place to offer opinions.


  “As long as she breathes, she’s a threat,” the man said. “She betrayed me. She must pay for that. I’ve waited a long time for her to die. I won’t wait any longer."


  “I’ll get her, but there’s someone with her -- a man named Jake Sanders. He claims to be the father of her baby, but I never saw a kid."


  “Maybe you weren’t looking closely enough."


  “What do you want me to do about the guy?” he asked, ignoring the criticism.


  “Kill him, too."


  His blood thundered in his veins. “What about the child?"


  The line clicked, replaced by a dial tone. Shane closed his phone, knowing it didn’t matter what he wanted to do. He would do what had to be done. If he didn’t, someone else would.


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  Sarah was relieved to see the sun shining when she woke up the next morning. Unfortunately her optimism faded as she tried to remember something about herself that Jake hadn’t told her, and she came up with nothing. At least she felt better. Her head didn’t hurt, and moving it from side to side did not make her dizzy. Thank goodness.


  She glanced at the chair where Jake had spent the night. It was empty now, but she suspected he hadn’t gone far. During the night she’d been vaguely aware of Jake trying to get comfortable on the two chairs he’d propped together, but she doubted he’d been successful. She’d suggested he go to a motel, but it was clear he had no intention of leaving her until they found Caitlyn.


  Getting out of bed, she made her way to the restroom to wash up. She was determined to get out of the hospital and go look for her daughter. She couldn’t spend another day in bed doing nothing.


  When she returned to the room, Jake and Dylan were waiting for her. Dylan had changed out of his suit and into a pair of worn blue jeans with a dark blue sweater. Jake also wore jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt. Despite their similar attire, the two men didn’t look all that much alike.


  Dylan was a golden boy, tan, handsome. Jake was rugged, less refined, more serious, less flippant. But there was a connection between them, an unspoken conversation that seemed to go on whenever they were together. They were united in their search for Caitlyn and in their feelings about her. Perhaps not completely united, she amended, seeing a softening in Jake’s eyes as he looked at her. There had been a connection between them, too, one strong enough for Jake to go against his brother. If he had to choose again, would he make the same choice?


  “I’m glad you’re both here,” she said, taking the first step. “I want to go to the accident scene this morning. I want to start looking for Caitlyn."


  “So do I,” Jake said. “I think we should retrace your steps from the site of the car crash back to LA, to the last-known address of the woman who gave you the car."


  Sarah liked the idea of taking action, but she had one big concern. “Are you sure it’s a good idea for us to leave the area? What if Caitlyn is around here?"


  “She’s not in that canyon,” Jake said decisively. “She has to be somewhere else. And since no one has come forward from the immediate area, I’m guessing she’s nowhere close by."


  “What about the news broadcast last night?” she asked. “Did it generate any leads?"


  “There were several calls.” Jake glanced over at Dylan. “You have the details. Why don’t you tell her?"


  “The first call was from a gas station attendant about thirty miles from here,” Dylan said. “He stated that he saw you fill up the tank, and you gave him two twenty-dollar bills for payment. You didn’t bring the child inside, nor did he see a kid in the car. He admitted that he wasn’t paying much attention. There were also a few calls from obvious cranks."


  “What do you mean?"


  “Well, one man said you’re his daughter, and you owe him five hundred dollars. He’s a homeless man well-known by the police, and he has no children. Another woman said you ran out on a bill at her coffee shop; she’s also hoping to gain some cash by taking advantage of your memory loss."


  “That’s it?” she asked, feeling depressed. Wasn’t there anyone who knew her? Who cared about her?


  “Well, there was another woman who said you look like a friend of hers who disappeared eight years ago. She lives out by the coast, north of here, in San Luis Obispo. Manning talked to her, but said she had no facts to connect her friend with you, just a feeling. She wasn’t completely sure she recognized you, and apparently she fancies herself something of a psychic. He thinks it’s extremely doubtful there’s any connection."


  Sarah’s heart had taken a jump at the thought of a friend, but neither Dylan nor Jake seemed excited by the news. “You don’t think she could be telling the truth, then?"


  “I thought I’d drive out there and talk to her today,” Dylan replied. “Just to be sure. We don’t want to overlook any leads. It’s a long shot."


  Sarah blew out a breath, wishing there were more information, but in an odd way strangely relieved that there wasn’t. Her reaction was wrong, she thought. She should have wanted someone to come forward and identify her, but her instincts told her it wouldn’t be that easy. She’d taken great pains to hide herself away. “Shall we go?"


  Jake hesitated. “Do you want to eat something first, see the doctor before we go?"


  “I’m not hungry, and I don’t need to see the doctor. He’s obviously not going to give me back my memory. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll find Caitlyn.” She glanced at Dylan. “Could you hand me my coat, please?"


  He grabbed her coat off the chair and tossed it to her. She realized her mistake a split second too late. As the jacket flew through the air, the money slipped out of the unzipped pocket and landed on the floor in a wash of green bills.


  “What the hell is this?” Jake asked as he knelt down to collect the money. He glanced up at her, shocked. “Good God, Sarah, there must be fifteen hundred dollars here."


  “Fourteen hundred and forty dollars,” she corrected. “I counted it yesterday when I found the money in my coat, and before you ask, I don’t know where it came from. It was in a zippered pocket in the back of the jacket, almost like a hiding place. There was nothing else there."


  Dylan grabbed the jacket and ran his hands around it, obviously intent on making sure she was telling the truth. “Nothing."


  “That’s what I said,” Sarah repeated. “And I’d like my money back."


  Jake gave her a hard look as he stood up, the wad of cash in his hand. “How do you know it’s your money?"


  “Well, it was in my jacket, wasn’t it?” She took the money from Jake and stuffed it into the back pocket making sure the zipper was closed this time. “Are you ready?"


  “More than ready,” he replied.


  “As soon as you leave this hospital, you’re both going to be a target,” Dylan said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to follow you two down to LA, Jake?"


  “I’d rather you follow up the lead with that woman who thinks Sarah looks familiar. There’s a reason Sarah was in this area, and I can’t discount the fact that maybe she was looking for some family or a friend or a place to hide,” Jake said.


  “I agree, but I’m still worried about you,” Dylan said.


  Sarah hated the way they were talking over her, but since she had nothing to add to the conversation she kept her mouth shut. She was relieved that they would be splitting up from Dylan. Dealing with Jake was hard enough; she didn’t need his antagonistic brother around. Once Dylan had left the room, she let out a breath of relief.


  Jake frowned. “I’m not going to go any easier on you than Dylan would,” he warned.


  “I didn’t ask you to. But I’m not going to keep defending myself. Now you can drive me to the scene of the accident, or I’ll call a cab. Your choice."


  “Well, you do have all that cash,” he said with a touch of sarcasm.


  “I’m sure I have a good reason for having that money,” she said, but despite her brave words, she wasn’t sure at all.


  * * *


  After checking out with the nurse, who didn’t look at all happy that Sarah was leaving without an official discharge from the doctor, Sarah and Jake walked into the hospital lot, where Jake had parked his sporty, dark gray Jeep Cherokee. As he opened the car door for her, Sarah glanced over her shoulder, her gaze darting nervously around the parking lot. She felt as if someone were watching them, but she couldn’t see anyone. Still, the hairs on the back of her neck were standing up, telling her to be careful. She had only her instincts to rely on, and her gut told her that whoever had tried to kill her wasn’t far away.


  “What’s wrong?” Jake asked, following her gaze.


  “I don’t know -- something,” she murmured.


  Jake took off his leather jacket and tossed it on the backseat, then got behind the wheel. Once he was inside, Sarah flipped the lock button on the car. As soon as she’d done it a flash of uncertainty assailed her. Was she locking the danger out or locking it in?


  For the first time since she’d woken up in the hospital, she was alone with a man, away from any other help whatsoever. There was no nurse nearby to come to her rescue, no security guard keeping an eye on her. Jake had told her not to trust anyone -- but what about him? Could she trust him?


  She cast Jake a quick glance as he started the car. She was suddenly acutely aware of everything about him, his broad shoulders, his strong arms, his long fingers gripping the steering wheel. Jake had a definite rough-around-the-edges appeal. Something stirred within her, a flutter through her abdomen, a tingle down her spine, a jolt of desire that shocked her. As her gaze drifted to his hands she could almost feel his fingers stroking her skin, running through her hair, touching her in intimate, arousing ways.


  “What?” Jake suddenly demanded, his voice breaking through her reverie. “What are you remembering?"


  Startled, she lifted her gaze to his, feeling a rush of warmth spread across her face. As Jake stared back at her his eyes darkened, and a flash of desire sparked and took hold. She shivered at the look in his eyes. He hated her, but he wanted her, and that made him hate her even more.


  “Dammit, Sarah,” he repeated. “What are you trying to do?"


  She put her fingers to her lips. “I... you... you touched me,” she said softly. “Kissed me."


  “About a million times,” he said huskily, his eyes narrowing on her face. “You’re starting to remember us together?"


  She knew he wanted her to say yes, but it wasn’t that easy. “It was more of a feeling than a memory. I was looking at your hands, and I could feel them on me.” She glanced away, uncomfortable and awkward. She’d once been intimate with this man. They’d made love. They’d had a baby together. And now they were strangers... except that her body was starting to recognize him even though her brain still refused to cooperate.


  “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?” Jake asked, frustration in his voice.


  “It’s something, isn’t it?"


  “I don’t know. Maybe you’ve just decided to play me in a different way."


  She sat back in the seat and crossed her arms as she stared out the front window. “What does that mean?"


  “It means don’t try to flirt with me,” he warned. “Don’t try to remind me that we once had something. That’s over. Got it? You have no power over me whatsoever. Look at me, Sarah."


  She really didn’t want to, but there was no refusing the command in his voice.


  “I don’t want you anymore,” he said bluntly, anger burning in his eyes. “I don’t care about you at all. I just care about finding my daughter."


  “I get it."


  “You’d better.” He turned his head, staring straight ahead now. “The attraction is gone. You’re not going to seduce me into forgetting what you did to me, so don’t even try. I’m in charge now. I’m calling the shots."


  “Then why can’t you look at me?” she asked. He’d wanted this moment between them. In fact, he’d demanded it. Yet, now that it was here, he couldn’t look her in the eye. Was he afraid of what he might reveal?


  “Because I can’t stand the sight of you,” he replied.


  Was that the truth? Or was he trying to cover up the fact that his feelings about her were nowhere near as clear as he’d just stated? She sensed that he was far more conflicted than he was willing to let on.


  Turning the key, Jake gunned the engine and pulled out of the parking spot with a squeal of tires.


  She grabbed onto the armrest to steady herself. “I can see that you’re in complete control,” she said sharply. “Would you slow down?"


  “I’m in a hurry to find my daughter. Then the two of us will be done."


  They wouldn’t be done; they’d just be beginning. Because there was no way she would let him walk away with Caitlyn without a fight. She knew she had a good reason for taking their child. She just had to remember what it was.


  Jake slowed down as they passed through the small downtown area of Los Olivos, where a large banner on Main Street announced an upcoming wine festival. As they left town, heading toward the mountains that would eventually take them to the coast, the landscape grew more rural. They passed vineyards, olive groves, horse farms, and even a few celebrity ranches. The scenery was lush and calm, sunshine bathing the rolling hills in a peaceful light. It was hard to believe that just two nights ago she’d been running for her life on these very roads. Actually, according to Deputy Manning, she’d been driving in from the coast, so maybe there was no reason why she’d recognize the scenery. She’d gotten into her accident long before she’d reached this stretch of road.


  As they turned off the main highway onto a much less traveled route, Sarah’s tension began to grow. The road began to climb, winding through the mountains, the area becoming more desolate. The canyons off to the side were dark and deep.


  “The accident scene is just up there,” Jake said, consulting the notes he’d jotted down earlier. “Dylan said that coming from this direction there’s a turnout about a quarter mile after the point where your car went over the side. We can park there."


  Sarah didn’t bother to reply. Her gaze was focused on the fluttering strip of yellow danger tape that clung to the edges of the smashed guardrail on her side of the road. From what everyone had told her, she’d been coming from the other direction. She’d taken the turn too fast, crossed the highway, and gone over the side, narrowly missing a car coming from the direction she was currently traveling.


  Jake slowed down as they drove by the spot where her car had plunged off the side of the cliff. It was a steep descent down to the bottom of the canyon, the hillside filled with rocks, boulders, trees and other brush. He continued down the road until he could pull over at the turnout.


  As soon as he’d parked the car, Sarah got out and walked over to the edge of the road where a waist-high rail prohibited her from slipping down the hillside. As she gazed into the canyon, she couldn’t help wondering how on earth she’d survived the accident. She closed her eyes, trying to find some memory of the road, the canyon, the crash, of being trapped in the car.


  “Sarah.” Jake’s voice interrupted her thoughts.


  “I’m trying to focus,” she complained, keeping her eyes closed.


  He didn’t reply, but she could hear his breath coming in impatient bursts, disturbing her concentration. She opened her eyes. “You’re not helping. You’re too close to me."


  “Don’t you remember anything?” he asked, his gaze boring into hers.


  “Just give me a minute.” She closed her eyes again, trying to at least relive the dream she’d had just before she’d woken up in the hospital.


  There had been a car in the rearview mirror, the lights drawing nearer. She’d pressed her foot down on the gas. She was running somewhere, looking for safety. But the rain was coming down harder; the windshield wipers could barely keep up. The turn in the road came quickly. The car began to slide. She hit the brakes, to no avail. Lights from the opposite direction blinded her. And then she was flying, terrified that when she landed it would all be over.


  But where was Caitlyn in her dream? She never looked over her shoulder. Never heard the baby cry. Never once whispered a reassurance to her daughter that everything would be all right.


  Caitlyn wasn’t in the car. Sarah suddenly knew that with shocking clarity. When she’d looked in the rearview mirror, she’d seen the trace of a car seat -- an empty car seat.


  Her eyes flew open, her gaze connecting immediately with Jake’s.


  “She wasn’t in the car,” she said. “I saw the seat in the mirror. There was no one there. Caitlyn wasn’t there."


  He stared at her with grim eyes. “So where was she?"


  “I don’t know, but doesn’t it make you feel better to be sure she’s not down there?” she asked, waving her hand toward the wild canyon below. “And that no one took her from the car?"


  “I still don’t know if she’s safe. I won’t feel better until she’s in my arms."


  As Jake finished speaking, Sarah heard a car coming down the road. Her spine stiffened as she glanced over her shoulder and saw a dark sedan heading toward them. She suddenly realized how vulnerable they were standing alone on this desolate strip of highway. Not a car had passed since they’d arrived. She’d almost died here before. Was someone going to try again?


  The sedan began to slow. She could see a man behind the wheel.


  Jake grabbed her hand, yanking her toward his rental car. “Get in. Hurry."


  She slid into the seat and was barely inside before Jake slammed the door and jogged around to his side of the car. He had just flipped the locks when the sedan stopped next to them.


  Her heart pounded against her chest. “Start the car. Go,” she urged.


  “He’s blocking me in,” Jake muttered.


  She stared past him at the man in the other car. He was dressed in a dark blue suit with a red tie. He had light brown hair, and he was rolling down the window on the passenger side. He motioned for Jake to do the same.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Jake lowered the window a few inches. “What?” he asked.


  “Everything okay?” the man inquired. “Do you need me to call for help? Is your car all right?"


  “We’re fine. Thanks anyway,” Jake replied, raising the window back up and starting the car.


  The guy in the sedan stared at them for a moment, then shrugged and continued on down the highway.


  Sarah put a hand to her heart. It was beating in triple time, her breath coming short and fast.


  “Just a Good Samaritan,” Jake said.


  “I hope so."


  He shot her a quick look. “Did you recognize him, Sarah?"


  “No, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know him, does it?"


  * * *


  Sarah’s question ran around and around in his head as Jake drove down the coast toward Los Angeles. Had there been something odd about the man who had stopped to offer help? Or was he just letting Sarah’s nerves and his own imagination get the better of him? If the guy had wanted to hurt them, he’d certainly had the opportunity to do so. They’d been trapped on the side of that road, a mistake he would not make again. He checked the rearview mirror, knowing that he had to start thinking ahead. He couldn’t let anyone sneak up on them.


  Sarah hadn’t said much in the past hour, but that wasn’t unusual. She’d never been the type of woman to chatter. He’d liked that peaceful quality about her. He’d liked a lot of things about her, things that were starting to come back now that the haze of anger he’d been living under was beginning to dissipate. He was still furious that Sarah had walked out on him with Caitlyn, but he now knew there was more to her story. How much more he still had to discover. Aside from that, it was tough to spend every second breathing fire over her head. She was clearly terrified and worried and hurt. And they’d get farther if they found a way to work together instead of in opposition.


  At least, that was what he was telling himself, and he didn’t intend to look any closer at his motivations. He was just going to stay focused on finding Caitlyn. It felt good to be taking some positive, decisive action. He’d been stuck, running in place for seven months, and even for the past two days. Now he was moving again, and with some good luck for a change he’d have his daughter back by the end of the day.


  Sarah’s tension seemed to ease when they left the mountains and drove along the ocean south of Santa Barbara. The sun shone brightly over the breaking waves, with only a few stray clouds marring the blue sky.


  “It’s beautiful,” Sarah murmured, her gaze on the sea. “I wish we could stop for a minute."


  Her words were like an echo from the past. He tried to shake off the memories, but they came flooding back.


  They’d been driving down the Pacific Coast Highway out of San Francisco, making their way to his boss’s house in Half Moon Bay for a birthday party. He’d had on one of his best suits, and Sarah was wearing a cocktail dress and high heels. The sun was about to set when Sarah had said...


  “I wish we could stop for a minute, Jake, walk on the beach, feel the sand between our toes. What do you say? Let’s do it."


  He smiled at the eager light in her beautiful blue eyes. “We’re supposed to be at John’s house in fifteen minutes."


  “I know you hate to be late, but I think it will be worth it."


  He wanted to tell her that his boss disliked people who were late. He wanted to say that they absolutely had to keep moving, that they could come to the beach another time, that this wasn’t the moment. But suddenly it seemed as if this were the moment. That was the way it was with Sarah. She made him want to stop and smell the roses or the salty sea. She had an affinity for nature, and she was starting to rub off on him.


  Before he could question his behavior, he found himself pulling off the road at the next turnout.


  Sarah was out the door before he could tell her that they were just going to take a quick look at the ocean and be on their way. By the time he joined her at the edge of the sand she already had her shoes off.


  When he’d first met her he hadn’t thought of her as impetuous or impulsive; she’d been guarded, quiet, almost as if she were in hibernation. But now she was blossoming, coming out of her shell, and letting him see another side of herself. There were no haunting shadows in her eyes today, nothing to make him wonder what or whom she was thinking about.


  “Take off your shoes, Jake,” she said with a laugh. “Live a little."


  “Sarah, we don’t have time."


  Her expression turned serious. “I know we don’t, and we’ll leave if you want to, but look -- the sun is setting and the sand is still warm beneath my toes. It won’t last much longer. It will be dusk soon -- nighttime. The sea will turn dark and dangerous, but right now it’s gorgeous."


  Sarah didn’t like the nighttime. She didn’t like walking home from the movies to their apartment once the sun went down. She hated entering a dark house, and she had a terrible habit of flooding every room with light whether she was in that room or not. Whenever he’d asked her about it, she’d just laughed and said she’d always been a little scared of the dark. He could hear that tiny whisper of fear in her voice now, as if she were dreading the rise of the moon.


  As he gazed at her, the breeze blew strands of her hair across her face. Sarah didn’t seem to care. She was absorbed in the moment, her eyes closed as she lifted her face to the breeze and the sun. She was right. The sun wouldn’t last long. It was already slipping over the horizon.


  On impulse he took off his shoes, pulled off his socks, and joined her on the sand. She slipped her hand into his, her eyes still closed, and said, “I never want to forget this feeling. You and me together on a perfect sunny day."


  “There are going to be a lot more perfect days,” he said, turning her around to face him.


  Her eyes opened and she smiled at him, but her smile wasn’t nearly as bright. “I hope so, but you never know what’s around the corner."


  “Good things -- that’s what’s around the corner.” He didn’t know when he’d turned into an optimist, but there was something about Sarah that made him want to believe in the future in a way that he’d never felt before. He’d spent most of his life concentrating on building a career, making sure he could support himself and whoever else in the family might need his help. He hadn’t thought much about making a life with a woman -- until he’d met Sarah.


  “I hope so, Jake, but if not, we’ll always have this moment. Sometimes that’s all you have. I learned that a long time ago.” Sarah put her hands on his shoulders and leaned in for his kiss. Her mouth was warm, soft, inviting, and he couldn’t stop kissing her until the sun went down, and she shivered as the cold ocean breezes kicked up off the ocean.


  “We’d better go,” she whispered. She put her finger to his mouth and wiped off her lipstick. “Was it worth it?"


  “Absolutely,” he said.


  “Jake?"


  He blinked, realizing Sarah’s voice no longer had the dreamy quality of the past. He glanced over at her. “What?"


  “Where were you?” she asked, her eyes curious.


  “In a dream,” he said. “But it’s over now. All over.”


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  Dylan pulled up in front of a small clapboard cottage perched on the edge of the sea at Pismo Beach in San Luis Obispo. The house was white with blue shutters and a mix of colorful flowers in two long window boxes. As Dylan got out of his car, a blast of wind blew a chill through him. The sun was out, but the air was cold, and tall waves broke along the beach, the ocean still turbulent from the storm two days earlier.


  He had mixed feelings about the sea. Some of his best memories were of his family’s house on Orcas Island in the San Juan Island chain just off the coast of Washington state. But that house was also the last place he’d been with his mother. When they’d returned home his father had told him they were getting a divorce. The next day his mother was gone.


  It was strange that Jake had once again suffered from a woman’s quick and unexplained departure. Hadn’t once been enough?


  And Sarah hadn’t just left; she’d taken Caitlyn. That baby was his brother’s heart and soul. Dylan was going to get Caitlyn back for Jake if it was the last thing he did.


  Walking up to the front of the cottage, he rapped sharply on the heavy wood door. He heard some dogs bark in the yard; then a moment later the door opened just a few inches, a gold chain in place. A woman peered out at him, but she remained in the shadows, and he couldn’t get a good look at her.


  “What do you want?” she asked warily.


  “A little information. My friend was on the news last night. You called the police to say she looked familiar to you."


  “The woman with amnesia?"


  “That’s right. We’re trying desperately to figure out who she is."


  “The deputy I spoke to didn’t think there was a connection,” the woman replied. “And my friend’s name is Jessica. He said this woman’s name is Sarah."


  “She does go by the name Sarah, but it’s possible she used to go by another name. She doesn’t remember who she is. She was in a serious car accident. And her baby is missing. I’d really like to talk to you more about your friend, just in case there’s a chance they’re the same person. Can I come in?"


  “Who are you exactly? You’re not a cop."


  “No, I’m a friend of Sarah’s. Actually, she’s involved with my brother, and the missing child is my niece. My name is Dylan Sanders."


  The woman hesitated, then released the chain and opened the door. Silhouetted by the sunlight, she appeared younger than he had assumed, late twenties, maybe early thirties. She wore light blue capri pants and a long-sleeved button-down man’s shirt that was white but streaked with yellow paint. Her hair was reddish blond and pulled back in a ponytail. Her face was thin, freckles dotting the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were a dark, deep sapphire blue that reminded him of the sea. He swallowed hard, suddenly realizing he was still staring at her. When he’d heard “crazy psychic lady,” he’d pictured some odd-looking woman with a half dozen cats and maybe a bird on her shoulder, not this surprisingly pretty young woman.


  “I’m Catherine Hilliard,” she said in a soft, lyrical voice.


  He cleared his throat. “It’s nice to meet you. Do you have a picture of your friend?” Maybe he could clear up the situation with one photograph.


  “Of course I do,” she said.


  “Could I see it?"


  She stepped back and waved him farther into the room.


  Dylan paused as he reached the center of the living room. He’d never seen so much junk in his life, a dozen or more glass figures dotting the tables, assorted wood boxes of every size imaginable, seashells, statues, books, magazines. Almost every available space was covered with something. Two cats slumbered on each end of the couch, and a bird chirped from a cage in the corner. Maybe his initial impression wasn’t that far off.


  He saw that Catherine had turned her dining room into an art studio. An easel was set up in front of a picture window that looked out at the sea.


  “You’re an artist,” he said, crossing the room. On the easel was a portrait of a young girl sitting in a meadow filled with yellow wildflowers. The painting was only half-done, but the girl’s light blue eyes were wide and startled, and a little familiar. An uneasy feeling ran down his spine. Were those Sarah’s eyes looking back at him? “Is this your friend?"


  “Yes,” Catherine replied. “That’s Jessica. I paint her all the time from memory. She’s been gone eight years now -- well, ten since I last saw her, eight since she officially vanished."


  “What do you mean, officially vanished?"


  “Jessica disappeared when she was twenty years old.” Catherine traced one finger lovingly around the edge of the face in the portrait. “I miss her so much."


  “Can you tell me what happened?” Dylan prodded, sensing that she was drifting away. For a moment he didn’t think Catherine would answer. She seemed lost in a reverie. Finally she looked at him, her eyes filled with sadness and regret.


  “Jessie called me about a week before she vanished. She said she was in trouble and that she’d made a horrible mistake. She was terribly afraid. That was the message she left on my answering machine. I was in New York at the time and away that weekend. By the time I got the message and called her back, Jessie was gone. I called her apartment nonstop for a couple of days, and then someone finally called me -- her neighbor. The woman told me that Jessica hadn’t shown up for work for the past four nights, nor had she been home, and they were worried about her. They’d found my number written on a piece of paper in her bedroom."


  “I assume there was a search?” he queried.


  “A short one. The police couldn’t find any evidence of foul play, so they said it was possible she’d simply gone elsewhere. Eventually her file was set aside."


  Dylan felt his stomach turn over. The way Jessica had disappeared was almost exactly the same way Sarah had left his brother.


  “I flew to Chicago to look for her,” Catherine continued.


  “Why Chicago?” he interrupted.


  “That’s where Jessica was living at the time."


  He shook his head, thinking this trip was going to be a waste of time, but then he reminded himself that no one knew where Sarah had been living before she arrived in San Francisco. Chicago was as good a town as any. “Never mind, go on,” he said.


  “I went to Jessica’s apartment and the law office where she worked as a receptionist. No one had seen her in days. And no one seemed to know anything about her personal life, if she had a boyfriend, what she did after work. Jessica hadn’t confided in anyone, which wasn’t all that unusual, but her innate sense of privacy didn’t help when she went missing.” Catherine paused. “Jessica had told me a few weeks earlier that she’d met someone -- the kind of man she’d always dreamed about. In fact, that’s why she stayed in Chicago. She was originally only going to be there a few days. Jessica and this other friend of ours, Teresa, were driving across country -- they were going to meet up with me in New York, but the car broke down. They didn’t have any money, so they got jobs until they could fix the car. Then Jessica met someone and decided to stay."


  “What happened to the other girl?” Dylan asked.


  “Teresa didn’t like Chicago all that much. She decided to go home to California. At least, that’s the last I heard from Jessica. At any rate, I spent two weeks in Chicago, hoping Jessica would show up, but she never did. Eventually the police told me to go home. They said they’d contact me if anything came up. When I got back to New York, the dreams began to come every night. Jessie was calling to me, reaching for me, and she was so scared. I couldn’t sleep for months. I kept thinking about how she hated the dark. I used to be the one she’d climb into bed with when she got scared, and that was a lot of the time. She didn’t have it easy when she was a little girl."


  “Why not?” he asked.


  “Jessie’s parents died when she was nine years old. She had no relatives willing to take care of her, so she went to foster care. I met her when she was eleven. We ended up in a home together in LA. We were there for almost four years, from the time Jessica was eleven and I was thirteen until we were fifteen and seventeen. Then the foster parents ran into hard times, and they split up all the kids in their care and sent us to different homes. I aged out of the system about six months later. We tried to keep in contact during the next year or two, but I had to work and Jessie was still in school. The next year I won a scholarship to an art school in New York, so I wound up moving across the country."


  “And Jessica attempted to meet up with you a couple of years later, but got sidetracked in Chicago and disappeared,” Dylan said. “And you think she looks like my friend Sarah. Is that pretty much it?"


  “Yes.” Catherine shrugged. “I might be wrong. Her hair color is different. Jessica’s hair was blond. The woman on TV last night had dark hair."


  “Sarah’s hair used to be blond. Do you have any other pictures besides this painting?"


  Catherine shook her head. “Sorry. No one takes pictures of foster kids, and even if they do, you usually don’t get to keep them."


  Her tone was matter-of-fact, but he could hear the edge of bitterness in her voice. “What happened to Jessica’s parents?"


  “They were killed in a car crash. It was a shock to her to suddenly wind up an orphan. She’d actually had a happy childhood until they died. She had a lot farther to fall than the rest of us when it came to expectations. I had to teach her a lot about survival. But I guess I didn’t teach her enough."


  Dylan frowned. Sarah had told Jake that her parents had died in a car crash. It was a small connection, but a connection nonetheless, and he had to admit the painting of Jessica bore a striking resemblance to Sarah.


  “You’re starting to think that your friend and mine are the same person,” Catherine said.


  “I don’t know that I’d go that far."


  “Because you’re very guarded. You like to unravel other people’s secrets, not your own."


  He didn’t like the way Catherine was looking at him, as if she had some sort of second sight. “We’re not talking about me or my secrets,” he said shortly.


  “But you have some, don’t you? Everyone does."


  “Let’s concentrate on whether or not the woman you saw on television last night is Jessica. You said the hair was different, but was there anything else that Sarah said or did that made you think she was Jessica?"


  “It was the name she called her little girl. Jessie had a doll when she came to the foster home. It was the only thing she had with her from her past. The doll’s name was Caitlyn."


  Dylan drew in a quick breath, not sure what to think. “Is that why you thought your friend had suddenly come back from the dead? Or were you grabbing at straws because you felt guilty that you weren’t around for Jessica before she disappeared?"


  “I never said she was dead,” Catherine stated. “In fact, a few months after she disappeared I got a note in the mail. There was no return address, no signature, just the initial J."


  “What did it say? Do you remember?"


  “Every word. It said, ‘Don’t try to find me. It’s too dangerous. I’ll love you forever. Stay safe and happy.’ ”


  “Did you keep the note?"


  “For a long time."


  “But you don’t have it anymore?” he asked, unable to keep the skeptical note out of his voice.


  “Now you sound just like the doctors, suggesting that I see her face everywhere I go, that I hear her voice, that I make up stories because I can’t accept the fact that I let her down."


  “You’ve seen doctors?” he asked, his doubts returning.


  “Two,” she admitted. “I couldn’t sleep for months after Jessie disappeared, because of the dreams, and my boyfriend told me I needed to get help so I could go on with my life. He didn’t stick around to help me get there. He said I was obsessed and crazy. But that wasn’t just because of Jessica. He didn’t like that I could see things about him."


  “What kind of things?"


  “Just things that made him uncomfortable. I have a sense about people sometimes. And I get feelings about events that might happen."


  “You’re psychic?"


  “And you’re a skeptic. I’m not surprised,” she returned. “Most people are, especially reporters like you."


  “I don’t think I said I was a reporter,” he replied, feeling more than a little uncomfortable with her accurate assessment.


  She gave him a little smile. “You are, aren’t you?"


  “It could be a lucky guess."


  “Sure,” she said. “Whatever you say. I’m used to people doubting me, getting nervous when they’re around me."


  And everything she was saying was making him nervous. Was she nuts or giving him a real lead to follow?


  “It’s funny that your friend’s name is Sarah,” Catherine continued. “Jessica had a grandmother named Sarah who lived in Boston. Jessie kept waiting for her grandmother to come and rescue her, but she never did."


  Boston! His gut turned over. Sarah had told him she’d lived in Boston with her grandparents after her parents had died in an accident. Was that just a fabrication, an embellishment of the fantasy she carried in her head after she was abandoned? It was enough of a connection to send a jolt of adrenaline through his bloodstream.


  “I think we’d better sit down and talk this out,” he said decisively. “I want to know everything there is to know about Jessica, including her last name."


  * * *


  As Jake drove down the Pacific Coast Highway past Malibu and Santa Monica, heading for Venice Beach, Sarah soaked up the images of Southern California sunshine, swaying palm trees, in-line skaters, skateboarders, bicyclists, and joggers crowding the cement path that ran alongside the beach. Umbrellas, beach towels, and sunbathers filled the wide, sandy beaches, and surfers rode the large waves out by the Santa Monica Pier. It was a beautiful spring day, the kind of day that made her feel that something good was about to happen, that anything was possible. Her sense of optimism surprised her. But there was no denying the fact that she still had hope she’d find the answers to all her questions and that she’d hold her daughter in her arms very soon.


  Her body had been battered. Her memory was in hibernation, but her fighting spirit was gaining strength. She was going to survive this. The voice in her head refused to let her think otherwise.


  As they drove through the city she studied each street sign, each building, searching for something familiar to jog her memory. Her nerves tightened with each passing block. She began to feel on edge, wary. But she didn’t know why.


  She glanced into the side-view mirror, repeating an action she had done many times in the past few hours. Looking over her shoulder felt natural to her, too, as if it were part of her normal existence. Unfortunately there was a ton of traffic, and it was impossible to tell whether the cars behind them were on their tail or just going about their business.


  “We’re almost there,” Jake said, checking the map they’d picked up at a gas station. “With any luck, maybe we’ll find your past and my daughter before this day is over."


  Sarah didn’t like that he referred to Caitlyn as his daughter, but she’d save that battle for another time. She didn’t know what to make of Jake or the way she’d left him. She wanted to believe she’d had a good reason, but so far that reason eluded her. She’d seen no hint of violence in Jake. Anger, yes, definitely. And his words could cut like a knife. But she’d never felt physically afraid of him. He could be putting his best foot forward, hiding his dark side, but she didn’t really think so. His emotions were too raw, his pain too real. He hurt too much over the loss of his daughter. And even perhaps her own betrayal. Despite the fact that he professed not to care about her at all anymore, sometimes she wondered if he wasn’t trying to make that true, rather than it already being true.


  And then there were her own feelings, an odd stirring whenever she looked at him. On some elemental level she recognized him, maybe trusted him, perhaps even loved him. That thought shook her to the core. She couldn’t love a man she couldn’t remember, could she?


  The silence and intimacy of the car suddenly became too much for her. Reaching for the radio, she turned it on, blasting the car with music. She flipped through a couple of stations until a familiar beat tugged at her memory. She knew this pop song. She’d heard it playing before. Where? Closing her eyes, she let the melody run through her head.


  The music was coming from a bedroom down the hall. How odd, she thought. No one should be in there. As she reached the door, she saw that it was half-open. She gave a knock, a push.


  She heard a shriek and didn’t realize it was coming from her until the two naked people on the bed rolled over to look at her, shock and horror on their faces -- or at least on the woman’s face.


  Betrayal ripped through her, and she ran from the room.


  “This is the place,” Jake said.


  “What?” Her eyes flew open as Jake stopped the car and turned off the engine. “What did you say?"


  “I said we’re here.” His brows drew together in a frown. “Where were you?"


  “In the past. That song on the radio just now was playing in my head. I remember walking into a house, down a long hallway. I opened the bedroom door and there were two people having sex. I don’t think they were supposed to be having sex."


  “Who were they?” he asked quickly.


  She licked her lips, wondering why their faces were now so vague. “I... I don’t know. It’s like the memory is just out of reach, hiding in the shadows. I felt a sense of deep betrayal.” She thought for a moment. “Maybe it was my parents."


  “So you were a child in this memory?"


  “No, that doesn’t feel right. I must have been an adult. And the fact that these two people were having sex mattered to me.” A sudden thought occurred to her, and she turned to him with a question in her eyes. “Is it possible that you --”


  Jake gave an immediate and definite shake of his head. “No, it wasn’t me. I didn’t cheat on you, Sarah.


  I don’t know why you left me, but you didn’t leave because you saw me with another woman."


  His green eyes were honest and true and, of course, angry, as if he couldn’t believe she was questioning him about his fidelity after everything she’d supposedly done to him. “Okay,” she said.


  “You can’t turn this around on me."


  “I’m not doing that, Jake. I’m just trying to figure out where the memory might have come from. And at the moment you’re the only man in my life that I’m aware of. Did I ever mention any ex-boyfriends when we were together?"


  “No. You said we didn’t need to be one of those couples who shared every little secret.” He uttered a bitter laugh. “Little did I know just how many secrets you were keeping.” He tipped his head toward the street. “Why don’t we table this for the moment and deal with what’s right in front of us."


  Looking around, Sarah noted that they were in a modest, working-class neighborhood on a street filled with apartment buildings a few blocks from the beach. “Which building did Margaret Bradley live in?"


  “The three-story salmon-colored building about a half block down. I think there’s a good chance that you may have lived in the same building. It’s difficult to believe you’d be driving her car unless you knew her. I think she must have given you her vehicle because she wasn’t driving anymore. She was in a convalescent hospital before her death, so that makes sense. It would also make sense that you were a neighbor or that someone who knew Margaret might also know you."


  “I hope that’s true."


  “Only one way to find out. We start knocking on doors."


  “Are you sure no one followed us here?” She checked the mirror once again. There was no one on the street, but quite a few cars were parked along the curb.


  “I’ve been watching closely. I don’t think we were followed, but if you did live in this area, whoever is after you might already know that."


  “Maybe this is a bad idea. We could be walking into an ambush,” she said.


  Jake stared at her. “We could be,” he agreed. “But I don’t see that we have another choice."


  “No, you’re right. We have to find Caitlyn. And I’ll do whatever it takes to accomplish that.” Opening her door, she got out and waited on the sidewalk for Jake to join her. A man came out of an apartment building across the street with his dog on a leash. He headed away from them, and Sarah let out a sigh of relief. She felt tense and on edge, acutely aware that there could be danger anywhere, from anyone, and she had to be ready.


  They walked down the street and up to the main door of the apartment building. It was locked. There was a row of buzzers next to a speaker.


  “Deputy Manning said that the people in Margaret Bradley’s apartment didn’t know her or you; at least, they didn’t know anyone by the name Sarah Tucker,” Jake said. “But we might as well start with them.” He pushed the buzzer for apartment 310. When no one answered he tried the landlord. No response.


  Sarah felt more uncomfortable with each passing minute. They were too vulnerable out in the open. “Maybe we should come back later. It’s the middle of a workday. No one is home."


  “Someone has to be home,” Jake said, moving down the list of buzzers.


  “They’re not going to let in a stranger."


  “They might."


  A moment later a young couple came through the front door. They were each so busy talking on their cell phones that they didn’t give Jake or Sarah a second look. Jake caught the door before it shut. “After you,” he said. “We finally got a break."


  “Those two didn’t recognize me,” she said, following him into the building.


  “Nor did they care who we were. So much for living in a secure building."


  “Where are we going now?"


  “Third floor. Might as well start at the top."


  As they approached the steel doors of the elevator, Sarah hung back, her stomach clenching with fear. “I can’t go in there,” she said shortly, her chest tight.


  “In where?"


  “The elevator. I can’t go in that elevator.” She backed away as an image flashed before her eyes.


  She was holding two bags of groceries. The metal doors were closing, but at the last second a man’s hand came around the edge of the door. He slipped inside. She’d seen him before.


  A silent scream of terror ran through her. She began to shake.


  Jake grabbed her arm, forcing her to look at him. “Sarah, what’s wrong? Sarah, talk to me."


  The elevator doors opened, and she bit down on her lip so hard she tasted blood. The open elevator revealed graffiti on the back wall, but otherwise it was empty.


  “I’ve been in there before -- in that elevator,” she said. “A man got in just as the doors were closing. I don’t know what happened next.” She put a hand to her mouth as waves of terror washed through her. Something bad had happened in that elevator. “I can’t get in there. I can’t."


  “Okay, all right. Take it easy,” Jake said in soothing tones. “There’s no one there now. But we’ll go up the stairs."


  She nodded, drawing in several deep breaths to slow her pounding heart. Jake pushed open the door to the stairwell.


  “The good news is that you remembered being in this building,” he said. “That’s the most specific memory you’ve had so far. It’s a good sign."


  She tried to feel happy about it, but the flashback had only brought back the fear she’d felt when the man in the hospital had tried to smother her. She’d fought for her life before. What had she done to make someone want to kill her?


  When they reached the top floor, Jake began knocking on doors. They didn’t have any success until they got to the last door. Sarah’s heart skipped a beat as they heard footsteps.


  “Oh, my God!” someone said in surprise.


  Then the dead bolt turned with a decisive click and a woman opened the door. She appeared to be in her twenties and was dressed in black Lycra shorts and a tank top, her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. She gave Sarah a broad, relieved smile. “Where have you been, Samantha?” the woman asked. “I was so worried about you.”


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  “Samantha?” Sarah echoed in surprise. “Why did you call me Samantha?"


  “That’s your name,” the woman replied, the smile on her face slowly fading. Her eyes narrowed. “What’s going on? Your face is all bruised and cut up."


  “I was in a car accident. But you know me, right? You know who I am. What’s my name -- my whole name?"


  “Samantha Blake. Why are you acting so weird?"


  “I have amnesia. I have no memory of who I am or where I live, and most important, I don’t know where my daughter is. If you know me, you must know Caitlyn."


  “Katie?” the woman asked, her glance flickering back and forth between Jake and Sarah. “Wow, this is so crazy. You’re saying you don’t remember me or anything?"


  Sarah shook her head. “No, I don’t. I’m sorry. Can you tell me your name and how I know you?"


  “I’m Amanda Cooper. I’ve lived next door to you for the past four months. That’s your apartment, three-oh-four.” Amanda paused. “How did you get here if you didn’t know where you lived?"


  “The car I was driving was registered to a woman named Margaret Bradley, and this was her last address,” Sarah answered.


  “Right.” Amanda shot Jake a suspicious look. “Who are you? I’ve never seen you before."


  “Jake Sanders. I lived with Sarah for two years before she ran out on me with my daughter seven months ago."


  Shock flashed in Amanda’s eyes. She reached behind her for the door handle, as if she wanted to be ready to slam the door in their faces. “I’m going to call the police."


  “Wait, why?” Sarah asked.


  Amanda hesitated. “You should come inside, Samantha. And you should wait out here, Mr. Sanders."


  “She’s not going anywhere without me.” Jake took hold of Sarah’s arm, as if he couldn’t trust her not to leave him behind.


  Sarah didn’t attempt to pull away. “Did I tell you about Jake?” she asked Amanda.


  “You told me that there was a guy you were afraid of, someone who might hurt you or Katie."


  “That wasn’t me,” Jake said firmly. “Sarah was never afraid of me. I did nothing but take care of her, protect her and my daughter. She was running from someone else."


  Amanda frowned. “Why do you keep calling her Sarah when her name is Samantha?"


  “When I knew her, she went by the name Sarah Tucker,” Jake replied.


  Amanda hesitated and then turned to Sarah. “I wish I knew what you would want me to do if you could remember your life."


  “Jake is okay,” Sarah said. “I feel I can trust him.” She’d intended to say the words only in order to stop Amanda from calling the police, because instinctively she believed that calling the police was a bad idea and would only complicate matters. But as she spoke she found herself actually believing she could trust Jake. He wasn’t going to hurt her. He wasn’t the bad guy. Somewhere in her head, and probably more in her heart, she knew that. “I trust him,” she repeated more firmly.


  Jake’s gaze met hers, and she saw something in his eyes that she couldn’t define. She didn’t know if he was pleased by her declaration or wondering whether or not she was trying to play him again. Not that it mattered. She was in the building where she’d lived. There had to be clues to her past here.


  “I want to go to my apartment,” she said. “But I don’t have a key."


  “I have one,” Amanda replied. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call the police? You were really scared the other night when that guy tried to get in the elevator with you. You told me that someone wanted to kill you, that you were in terrible danger."


  Sarah’s nerves tightened. Her memory of the elevator had been true and very recent. Maybe she was on her way to remembering everything. “Did I say who was after me?"


  “A man from your past. And here you are with a man from your past."


  “It wasn’t Jake,” Sarah said quickly.


  “Was Sarah actually physically attacked?” Jake asked.


  Amanda looked from Sarah to Jake, then back at Sarah again, obviously not sure how much to reveal. Finally she said, “No. Mr. Harrington, a tenant on the first floor, ran the guy off."


  “Did I call the police?” Sarah asked.


  “You refused. I couldn’t change your mind."


  “Where was Caitlyn? Was she with me?"


  “No, I was watching her while you ran to the store,” Amanda said. “She was fine."


  Sarah let out a breath of relief. “What happened after that? Did the guy come back?"


  “Not that I know of. I called you later that night, and you told me everything was fine, but you might take Katie and go away for a few days to visit some relatives."


  “When exactly was that?"


  “Tuesday. Wednesday morning when I knocked on your door you didn’t answer."


  “Weren’t you worried about her?” Jake challenged.


  “Of course I was,” Amanda said defensively. Looking back at Sarah she said, “I called your cell phone, but it went to voice mail. I called the place where you work, but they said you weren’t scheduled to be there, so I assumed you’d left town."


  “I didn’t say where my relatives lived?"


  “No. You were very cagey about your past."


  “So I left Wednesday morning and went somewhere,” Sarah murmured, her initial hope beginning to fade again. “Where did you say I worked?"


  “For a janitorial service, cleaning commercial office buildings at night. The name of the company is Gold Star Cleaners. It’s over on Fifth Street, a few miles from here."


  “Who watched Caitlyn for Sarah when she was at work?” Jake asked.


  Amanda hesitated. She seemed more willing to answer Sarah’s questions than Jake’s. “Sarah took Katie along with her. It was night, and no one cared if Katie slept in her car seat while Sarah cleaned. She said it was a perfect setup. No one was around when she did her job, and she didn’t have to pay for a babysitter."


  It was also a great job for someone who wanted to live in the shadows, Sarah thought. Since she’d left Jake, she’d lived like a ghost in the night.


  “And she never told you anything about me -- the father of her child?” Jake asked, his voice edged with impatience and frustration.


  “She didn’t say one word about you. I thought you were probably the one she was running from, some kind of abusive boyfriend or husband situation. Maybe that’s still the case, and she just doesn’t remember."


  Amanda’s challenging statement hung in the air between them.


  “That’s not what went down,” Jake said. “I didn’t hurt Sarah. She left of her own free will."


  Amanda didn’t look convinced, but Sarah didn’t have time to wait for Amanda to trust Jake. “I have to find Caitlyn,” she said, bringing the conversation back to the single most important truth. “I must have left her somewhere, and I need to figure out where."


  “Maybe with those relatives you mentioned,” Amanda said. “Where did you have your accident? That could be a clue."


  “Up north, about two hours from here, by Santa Barbara.” As she answered the question, Sarah wondered if she’d made a mistake coming to LA. Instead of getting closer to her daughter, she might be even farther away. “Caitlyn could still be up there somewhere,” she said to Jake.


  “Maybe, but we need to check your apartment. There could be a clue there that will lead us in another direction."


  “I didn’t realize you’d gone so far away,” Amanda said thoughtfully.


  “I guess that means I didn’t tell you about any place I knew of up north?” Sarah asked.


  “You once said you loved San Francisco. Perhaps you were going there."


  “That’s where she was with me,” Jake said.


  Had she been running back to Jake and just hadn’t made it? But no, Caitlyn hadn’t been in the car. Would she have gone to Jake without their daughter? That didn’t seem right.


  “I wish I could help.” Amanda offered her a compassionate smile. “I feel so bad that you don’t know where Katie is. You must be dying inside. You love that kid more than life."


  “I am dying.” Sarah swallowed hard, a knot of emotion choking her throat. Amanda was the first person who’d actually felt empathy for her situation that was not tainted by anger or a sense of betrayal. It was nice to know that not everyone hated her, and some people actually knew she was a good mother. It helped to rekindle her faith in herself. “I can’t stand not knowing where Caitlyn is. I have to find her. I have to make sure she’s all right."


  “I’m sure she’s safe. You’re a really good mother. You must have left Katie with someone you trust."


  “I hope so. Can I have the key to my apartment, please?"


  “All right."


  “Wait,” Sarah said quickly. There was something about the look in Amanda’s eye that bothered her. “Don’t call the police, okay?"


  “Samantha, you need professional help.” Amanda dropped her voice a notch as she added, “And you don’t know who this guy is. He could be anyone."


  “The police up in Santa Barbara know I’m with him, and they checked him out,” Sarah answered.


  “If anything happens to me, they know I’m with him. I don’t want to slow things down by having to explain the situation over again to someone new."


  “All right. I won’t call the cops -- yet -- but I reserve the right to change my mind. Wait here and I’ll get you the key."


  Amanda disappeared into her apartment, shutting the door in their faces, leaving Sarah and Jake alone in the hall.


  Sarah wrapped her arms around her waist as a chill ran through her. It was a warm day outside, but in this dark hallway, the corridor to her past, it was cold and a little scary. Was she ready for the truth? Or had her brain shut down because she couldn’t handle it?


  “I can’t believe you traded what we had for this place,” Jake muttered, digging his hands into his pockets as he gazed down the narrow hallway. “Whatever trouble you were in, you should have come to me. I would have done anything for you. I would have protected you. You didn’t have to run to the other end of the state, take a job cleaning toilets at night, and drag my daughter around deserted office buildings so you could make a buck. If you didn’t want to stay with me, you should have left Caitlyn behind."


  She didn’t know what to say to him. His words made perfect sense. Her actions didn’t. But she obviously hadn’t believed that he could protect her, or she wouldn’t have run. If she was afraid for him, and was trying to save him from the danger that followed her, why would she have kept Caitlyn with her, exposed to potential harm? She couldn’t answer that question either. She couldn’t explain her actions to Jake, because she didn’t understand them. Until she did it was pointless to try to justify her behavior.


  “I have to believe that I made the right choice for my daughter,” she said. “You want me to trust you, Jake, but I also have to trust myself. I don’t think I’m a bad person. I have to go with my instincts. That’s all I have."


  Before Jake could reply, Amanda opened the door and handed Sarah a key. “I’d love to go with you, but I have to go to work. I teach a lunchtime aerobics class. I’ll come back right after class, but before I leave, tell me what else I can do to help you, Samantha."


  Sarah couldn’t get used to hearing herself being called Samantha. Sarah felt more real to her, more true. She wondered if either of them was her real name. “What can you tell me about Mrs. Bradley?"


  “You used to get her groceries, and she loved Katie. You visited her a few times in the rest home, and then she died. She gave you her car because she hated to see you taking the bus."


  “Who lives in Mrs. Bradley’s apartment?” Sarah asked.


  “A single guy. I don’t know his name. He’s never around. He’s in his forties. I don’t believe you knew him, although I can’t say for sure."


  “Has there been anyone else around here looking for Sarah or Samantha?” Jake asked. “In fact, let’s go back to the guy in the elevator. What did he look like?"


  “Samantha saw him; I didn’t,” Amanda replied. “She told me he had one of those beanies on his head and a sweatshirt with a hood, like the teenagers wear. He was white, I think... .” Amanda paused. “I don’t recall anyone else coming by in the past few days. At least, no one knocked on my door. And while we were friends, you were really private. You didn’t confide in me much."


  Amanda sounded a bit resentful about her lack of sharing. Sarah wondered just how close they’d been. “Did I have any hobbies? Anyplace I went on a regular basis besides my job? Like a gym? You said you teach aerobics. Did I take your class?"


  “No, you didn’t want to leave Katie in child care. And you said you didn’t have the cash to join the gym.” She shrugged. “You did the usual stuff, went to the supermarket, the park, that kind of thing. I guess that’s not very helpful."


  “Where’s the park?” Jake asked.


  “It’s about three blocks from here, toward the beach, on Jenner Street. Maybe you talked to some of the moms at the park,” Amanda said with a new light in her eyes. “You did go there almost every morning."


  “Thanks. That helps."


  Amanda turned to go back into her apartment, then stopped. “You also liked photography. I thought you were really good, that you could make money at it if you wanted, but you said no. Once, I took you to an art gallery on Windham Place a few blocks from here -- my friend Peter runs it -- and I showed him some of your work, but as soon as we got close, you bolted. You told me to mind my own business and you wouldn’t go in. I thought it was kind of weird at the time.” She gave Sarah an odd look. “None of this rings a bell?"


  “I wish it did."


  “Well, my phone numbers are on the bulletin board in your kitchen. Call me if you need me."


  “Thanks.” Sarah headed down the hall to her apartment and slid her key into the lock, feeling a momentary sense of trepidation, but she pushed past it. This was her home. She had to go inside. As she opened the door she wondered if the memories would suddenly come flooding back, if fireworks would go off in her head, but when she walked into the room she felt absolutely nothing.


  The apartment was a small studio. There was a double bed in one corner, a crib next to it, a small gray couch in the main part of the room, a TV the size of a toaster, a couple of beat-up end tables, and a kitchen that was little more than a small counter with a stove, a refrigerator, and a microwave. The room would have been completely sad if it weren’t for the photographic prints tacked and taped across the cracked, dull walls. They were all landscapes, the beach, the city, the sunset. At least she’d tried to liven up the place.


  This was her home, she told herself. There had to be a clue to her past somewhere. Turning her attention away from the walls, she moved toward the bed. It was unmade. For some reason that bothered her. She felt as if she were the kind of person who always made the bed. She walked over to the crib and stared down at the pink blanket, the floral sheet, and a tiny white bear with a red satin ribbon around its neck.


  As she picked up the bear, an image shot through her head.


  Caitlyn had golden curls, long, dark lashes that framed her blue eyes, a soft mouth, and a dimple in her chin. She lifted her hands toward Sarah. “Mama,” she said. “Up. Up."


  Sarah swept her daughter into her arms and held her tight.


  “Kiss, Mama,” Caitlyn said, puckering her lips.


  Sarah kissed her daughter’s sweet lips and inhaled the scent of baby powder and lavender. Everything would be all right. She had to make it so.


  Sarah didn’t realize she was crying until the tears streamed down her cheeks and fell in big drops onto the sheet. She wiped her eyes and turned to see Jake staring at her.


  “I remembered Caitlyn,” she whispered. “I saw her in my head for the first time. I didn’t just feel her; I saw her face, her beautiful face. And she talked to me. She said, ‘Kiss, Mama.’ ” She sniffed as the tears flowed even harder.


  “She was talking to you?” Jake asked in amazement. Then he shook his head in frustration. “Of course she was talking. She’s sixteen months old.” He drew in a long breath, his face tight as he battled for control of his emotions. “What else?” he asked, his eyes and voice impatient. “Where is she? Where did you take her? What did you remember?"


  She knew her next words would disappoint him, but she couldn’t lie. “I just saw that moment in time. I was picking her up from this crib. That’s all. I’m sorry, Jake. I’m really sorry.” And she was, because she’d seen the pain in his eyes when he realized his daughter had spoken her first words, and he hadn’t been there to hear them.


  “I don’t care if you’re sorry. Sorry isn’t good enough. I need to find my daughter."


  “I know. I’m trying."


  Jake slammed his fist against the nearby wall, the force of his action knocking one of the photographs onto the floor. Sarah flinched but didn’t move. She knew he had to release his anger. And strangely enough she wasn’t afraid that he would turn his rage on her. He wasn’t the kind of man to hit a woman. She knew that.


  But other men would. She knew that, too.


  How did she know?


  It came from a dark place in her heart, a place where she didn’t want to go.


  Moving across the room, she picked up the photograph from the floor. “This is the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco."


  “How can you remember that and not remember...” Jake shook his head, not even bothering to finish the question.


  “Did I take this when I was with you?"


  “Yes,” he said shortly. “You shot all these pictures when you were with me. We went out every weekend. I grew up in San Francisco, but with you I discovered places I never knew existed. You dragged me down every back alley in Chinatown, every park, every narrow downtown street.” He waved his hand toward the wall. “I’m surprised you brought these pictures with you. I certainly don’t recognize anything else in the room. In this place you were Samantha Blake. And Caitlyn was Katie. I wonder how many people you’ve been in your life, how many places you’ve lived, how many times you’ve run."


  His gaze burned into hers. In the past day he’d begun to look at her like he knew her. Now his suspicions had returned. And she had no way to fight them.


  Turning her attention back to the photographs, she prayed for some clue to jump out at her, something that would trigger a memory. She moved down the wall, pausing in front of a two-story house. “Is this the house you were building?"


  “No, that one belongs to a friend of mine. I designed the remodel. You shot the photos just before he moved in."


  Sarah studied the picture, feeling a sense of warmth in the lines of the house, the lovely garden in the front yard. It was a home just waiting for a family, she thought. “Was your friend married?"


  “A newlywed, and his wife was pregnant when they moved in."


  “Do they love the house?"


  “Why are you asking me these questions?"


  She tilted her head to one side as images floated through her head. She was walking down the street. It was twilight. The lights in the houses were on. Families were sitting down to dinner. In one window she could see a mother helping her child with homework. In another a man and a woman were holding hands over a candlelit supper. Inside, she felt a deep sense of longing.


  “Sarah?"


  Jake’s questioning voice brought her back to the present.


  “I saw houses,” she said. “At dinnertime. I don’t know who the people were."


  “No, you don’t,” Jake said, surprising her with the response.


  “What do you mean?"


  “We used to take walks at night when I got home from work. You loved looking in the windows. I teased you about it. You said it was a habit from childhood. You liked to see the way other people lived."


  She thought about his words, wondering why they sounded right and yet a little wrong, too. She gazed back at the house he’d designed. “This is beautiful."


  “You captured it well. You were a good photographer, Sarah. You loved to pick out the one detail that made the landscape different, like the empty beer can in this shot.” He pointed to another picture on the wall -- a bird nibbling at a fast-food wrapper. “You liked the contrast of nature with civilization. You would get into crazy positions just to catch the right angle, the perfect beam of light. You were passionate about it. Like Amanda, I suggested a couple of times that you turn it into a business, but you always blew me off, saying it was the digital age of camera phones, and everyone was a photographer."


  “That is true, isn’t it?"


  “I think you had another reason. You didn’t want to draw attention to yourself. You didn’t want photos with your name attached. That would have been too public for someone intent on staying out of the light."


  She looked into his face and asked the question she needed to ask. “Do you think I used you to hide?"


  A pulse throbbed in his throat. “I think you used me, but I don’t know why."


  “How did I get pregnant? Did we plan it? Was it an accident?"


  “An accident. The condom broke.” His gaze darkened. “When you got pregnant you were shocked, agitated. I thought for a while you’d run out and get an abortion. You kept saying you couldn’t have a baby. I tried to calm you down. It wasn’t in my plan either, but it had happened, and we had to deal with it. And the last thing I wanted you to do was get rid of our child."


  “You offered to marry me, didn’t you?"


  “Many times. You kept putting me off, telling me you wanted to wait until after Caitlyn was born. I figured eventually we’d get to it."


  An image of a white gown flashed through her brain.


  She was standing in front of a mirror wearing an off-the-shoulder wedding dress. A woman was taking measurements. Two glasses of champagne sat on the table. She could hear a man’s voice in the background. He always knew exactly what he wanted for her, and today was no different. She glanced down at the diamond ring on her finger. It was three carats, huge. It felt heavy on her hand. Her pulse began to race. Sweat broke out along her forehead. Was she making a terrible mistake? She loved him. He loved her. Didn’t he?


  Sarah’s breath was still coming hard and fast when she looked at Jake. “I just saw myself wearing a dress. You were there at the bridal salon. We were drinking champagne. You lied to me. We got married, didn’t we?”


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Jake couldn’t believe she was accusing him of lying.


  “I saw us."


  “You didn’t see me.” Jake’s stomach began to churn.


  “I heard a man’s voice,” she said. “Maybe it wasn’t yours."


  “I know it wasn’t. If you married someone, it wasn’t me. In fact, you told me you’d never been married, never even come close. Was that another lie, Sarah, another secret? Was it?” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “God! When is it going to end? When are we going to hit rock bottom with the truth?"


  She stared at him with big, wide, confused blue eyes. He’d once thought she’d had the eyes of an angel. Even now he could see a shimmer of tears. Was her pained innocence an act? He’d been a fool before. He couldn’t be a fool again. He couldn’t let her get to him. He couldn’t believe in her.


  “Maybe I didn’t go through with it. Maybe I ran away."


  “You probably did run. That’s what you do. I wonder how many other men you’ve left in your wake."


  Sarah turned away from him, staring back at the photographs on the wall. Her shoulders were hunched in defeat, and he had to fight back an urge to put an arm around her and tell her everything would be all right. How could he want to protect her after everything she’d done to him?


  He backed away from her, needing more space between them. Had she been married to someone else? Was that person the one who was trying to kill her, or just another victim of Sarah’s drive-by lifestyle?


  As he gazed around the shabby apartment, he couldn’t understand why Sarah would have willingly traded in her life with him to live alone, raising a child while working as a night janitor. He’d been building her a dream house. She could have had everything she wanted. He would have given her the moon. He’d thought he’d made that clear to her.


  But it hadn’t been enough. She’d left him and come here. It didn’t make sense. He’d told himself a million times that no reason could explain away what she’d done to him. But still he found himself wanting to know what had driven her to turn her back on something so good for something like this.


  “I guess we should look through everything in the apartment, see if we can find a clue,” Sarah murmured, turning to face him.


  Her expression was guarded now, as if she were afraid she’d revealed too much and didn’t intend to let that happen again.


  “Don’t, Sarah."


  “Don’t what?"


  “Think about holding out on me."


  “Whatever I say makes you angry."


  “So I’ll be angry, but we’ll have the truth between us. And it’s about damn time that happened."


  As he gazed into her worried blue eyes, he felt something inside him weaken. He’d loved this woman, loved her beyond the point of reason. He’d never felt so much passion for anyone. But he’d thought he’d known her, and it was clear now that he hadn’t. He had to remember that. There was no going back.


  Sarah looked away, but not before he saw a spark of desire, and it shook him to know that despite her memory loss she felt something for him. She was attracted to him. On some basic, elemental level her body wanted his. The chemistry between them hadn’t gone away. For some reason that fact both exhilarated and infuriated him. He dug his hands into his pockets before he did something stupid -- before he walked across the room and kissed her.


  “I’m going to check the drawers of the dresser,” Sarah said abruptly, moving quickly.


  He could have followed her. He wanted to follow her. He wanted to put his hands on her and make her remember him. But he didn’t move. He didn’t trust himself not to go too far, not to get lost -- in her. Damn. His own body was betraying his heart and his mind. He didn’t like it. He wouldn’t lose control. He wouldn’t be a fool again.


  Turning his attention away from Sarah, he focused on the apartment. The furniture appeared to be cheap, used pieces she’d picked up at a flea market or a garage sale. She certainly didn’t need much to live on. She’d never asked him for anything either. Even after they moved in together she’d refused to change one thing in his apartment.


  Looking back at their life together, he now saw all the little signs he’d missed. Sarah was never planning to stay. She hadn’t intended to put down roots. Maybe she’d stuck it out as long as she had only because of the baby, the unplanned pregnancy. That must have thrown her off her game. And the house he was building had probably tempted her to some extent, but obviously not enough.


  Shaking his head, he walked across the small room, trying to ignore the anger once again building inside him. He paused by the scratched-up wooden kitchen table. On top of a newspaper dated last Monday was a pencil sketch of a man in a beanie, a sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. It must have been the guy from the elevator. His pulse sped up.


  “Did you draw this?” He held up the paper.


  Sarah moved over to join him. She let out a little gasp of surprise. “Oh, my God. That’s the man who was in my hospital room."


  “Really? Because I was just thinking he was the man in the elevator with you earlier this week. The beanie, the sweatshirt -- remember Amanda’s description?"


  “It was the same guy then, because this man was the one who tried to smother me yesterday."


  “Are you sure?” he asked, his pulse quickening at the link they’d discovered. “I thought you didn’t get much of a look at him."


  “The eyes are the same. It has to be him."


  “You must have drawn this. Amanda said you were unwilling to call the police, so I doubt this was done by anyone else."


  “You think I drew that?” she asked in amazement.


  He nodded. “I’m not surprised it’s a good sketch. You used to doodle when we were watching football games together. In fact, you used to draw this character with a cape and a big gold belt with all kinds of gadgets on it. What was the name you called him?” He shook his head as the name escaped him. “He was some kind of a superhero, Alexander or something like that."


  Sarah stared back at him, an odd flickering in her eyes. “Alexander?"


  “Does it ring a bell?"


  “Not exactly, but it sounds a little familiar."


  “You liked to draw faces. Funny, now that I think about it. You wouldn’t use your camera to record actual faces, but you’d sketch people. Whenever I looked to see what you were doing, you’d crumple up the paper and throw it away. I thought you were just modest, but maybe you didn’t want me to see the faces. I wonder if you were drawing the people from your past. You certainly didn’t have any photographs of your relatives."


  Sarah glanced back down at the sketch. “I don’t remember drawing this, but maybe I did."


  “Let’s see, why don’t we?” he suggested.


  “What do you mean?” she asked warily.


  He pushed a blank piece of paper across the table toward her. “Draw something."


  “Like what? I don’t remember anything. I can’t draw a past that isn’t in my memory."


  “Maybe it’s buried deep,” he replied. “Sit down, Sarah. Give it a shot."


  “Jake, this is a waste of time."


  “Do you have a better idea?"


  “Yes, search the apartment."


  He could see not just reluctance in her eyes, but also fear. He’d noticed the conflicting emotions before. Sarah wanted to remember her past, and yet she didn’t. No wonder her memory was still hidden away. She was sending her own brain mixed messages. “We’ll search,” he said. “But let’s try this first."


  After a moment’s hesitation Sarah took a seat at the table. He sat down across from her and watched her stare down at the paper.


  “I don’t know what you think is going to come out of my head,” she said. “It’s as blank as this page."


  “You’re trying too hard."


  “Now I’m trying too hard? Usually you don’t think I’m trying hard enough."


  “Just close your eyes and then draw whatever image comes to your mind. Let yourself go. I know you can do it."


  She gazed back at him for long seconds, and he felt his stomach turn over with feelings he didn’t want to feel.


  “You have faith in me,” she whispered.


  He cleared his throat, not wanting to go down that road. “Draw, Sarah. Draw something you feel. Listen to your heart, not your head."


  Sarah put the pencil to the paper but didn’t make a move. She appeared lost in thought for several long minutes. He was beginning to think the experiment was a waste of time when she began to sketch, slowly at first and then with more purpose and enthusiasm. In a few minutes she was finished. She pushed the paper across the table and looked at him. “I feel as if this place is important to me."


  He felt the blood drain from his face as he stared down at the picture she’d drawn.


  “Jake? What is it? Do you know this place?” she asked, giving him a concerned look. “What’s wrong?"


  He didn’t know if he could get the words out. He was quite simply stunned. “That’s the house I designed for us, the one we were building together. You drew it better than I did.” He looked into her eyes and felt the ice around his heart crack and melt. Sarah had remembered their house, the place where they were going to share their lives together, create a family. He’d never realized she’d studied the design in so much detail that she could actually re-create it as she’d done.


  “I thought it was my home,” she said.


  “It was going to be. We hadn’t finished it before you left. Since then... I’ve done nothing. I couldn’t go through with it without you and Caitlyn. It didn’t seem worth it. It would have been too big for me, too empty. The apartment was bad enough. Even though you’d removed all traces of your existence, I could still hear your laugh, see Caitlyn crawling on the floor, smell the hazelnut in the coffee you made every morning. Did you really think I could forget you just because you took your clothes out of our closet?”


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for hurting you and ruining everything.”


  He saw her blue eyes fill and steeled himself against those damn tears. He couldn’t stand watching a woman cry. “Don’t. I’m not going to try to make you feel better.”


  “I don’t want you to. I just wish I could at least explain why I did what I did.”


  “Nothing can explain it.”


  “Maybe not, but I am sorry. For what it’s worth.”


  “It’s not worth much,” he said harshly, because even though he wanted to believe her, he’d already made that mistake more than once and paid a terrible price. He couldn’t do it again. He was thankful Sarah didn’t give in to her emotions. Instead she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and stood up.


  “I’d better keep looking for some clues,” she said.


  He watched her return to the dresser, going through each drawer with resolute determination. There wasn’t much clothing in the drawers, as far as he could tell, just the basics. He wondered what she’d done with the stuff she’d taken from their home.


  Standing up, he walked over to the closet and opened the door. He rifled through a couple of dresses, some jeans, a few shirts, but none of them looked familiar. Had she worn these clothes when she’d been with him? Then he saw the large plaid shirt in the back corner of the closet, a man’s shirt, his shirt.


  He caught his breath, imagining her in that shirt, the hem barely covering her ass, highlighting her beautiful long legs. He didn’t have to pull the shirt out to know that the top two buttons would be gone; he’d ripped them off one night when he’d thrown her down on the bed and made love to her.


  His breath came short and fast at the memory. Fuck! He didn’t want to remember her in that way. He didn’t want to see his hands on her breasts. He didn’t want to remember what her skin tasted like, the way she moved restlessly beneath him, her soft mouth begging for release.


  He slammed the door shut.


  Sarah glanced over at him in surprise.


  “Don’t ask,” he warned. He walked into the kitchen and filled a glass with water from the tap. He probably would have been better off pouring the cold liquid over his head, but at least the water was cooling him slowly from the inside out. Finally, composed, he refilled the glass and walked back into the main room.


  “I thought being here in my home would help me remember,” Sarah said in frustration a moment later. She ran a hand through her hair, her fingers tangling in the curls.


  Once again he was distracted by unwanted memories of wrapping the long strands around his fingers as he held her head to his. He blew out a breath and took another sip of water.


  “It’s not working,” Sarah continued. “Maybe I wasn’t here long enough -- only a few months. What I need to know is who I was before I met you, where I lived, my name, everything. The trouble had to have started long before, because otherwise I wouldn’t have lied to you.” She sat down heavily on the chair by the kitchen table, as if her legs were about to give out on her.


  Sarah was exhausted, he realized, noting the dark shadows mixing with the bruises on her face. She was probably still hurting from the accident, and certainly her sleep the night before had been as restless as his. They’d had only a couple of glazed doughnuts for breakfast. As much as he wanted to keep charging forward, he knew she needed a break.


  “Let’s get some food,” he said. “You look like you’re going to pass out."


  “Do we have time? I feel as if every second that goes by means another second that Caitlyn is in danger."


  “Yeah, I know, but your brain might work better if you eat.” He considered their options. “I don’t really want to leave here to go to a restaurant."


  Sarah immediately nodded in agreement. “I would feel too vulnerable eating out somewhere, not knowing if someone was watching us."


  “Why don’t we order in some Chinese or pizza? What’s your pleasure?” He walked over to the phone and saw a couple of take-out menus on the counter. “Looks like you’ve done this before."


  “Chinese is fine. I’d like --"


  “Mongolian beef, cashew chicken, and fried rice,” Jake said, cutting her off.


  She looked at him in surprise. “I was going to say that."


  “I know. They’re your favorites."


  She cocked her head to one side, giving him a thoughtful look. “It’s strange to be with someone who knows me better than I know myself."


  “I don’t think that’s true at all,” Jake said with a sigh. “I know who you pretended to be when you were Sarah Tucker. But I’m beginning to wonder if anyone knows the real you -- including you."


  * * *


  Dylan didn’t know what herbs Catherine Hilliard had put in his hot tea, but the drink had a kick to it. He was feeling energized and ready to get down to business. Unfortunately Catherine had told him that any further questions would have to wait until after she took her dogs out for their afternoon run. The dogs in question were two golden retrievers who apparently loved the ocean. From his vantage point on her deck, he could see her throwing sticks into the water, the dogs bounding in enthusiastically, with no regard for the rough, cold waves.


  Catherine didn’t seem to care when the dogs shook water all over her. She was certainly an earthy sort of woman in her paint-spattered clothes and her bare feet. He didn’t know what to make of her -- or her story about her friend Jessica, but he definitely knew that he wanted to learn more about both of them.


  As Catherine and the dogs moved farther down the beach, he let out a sigh. It was obvious they weren’t coming back anytime soon, which meant more waiting, and he hated to wait. The open door to Catherine’s cottage beckoned to him. After her initial wariness, she’d offered him nothing but hospitality. He couldn’t believe she’d left him -- a total stranger -- alone in her house without any concern for the security of her belongings. He could have stolen everything of value in the cottage since she’d poured him a cup of tea, told him to relax, and taken off down the beach. Then again, there didn’t appear to be much of value in her home. Aside from one very small TV on her kitchen table, there were no other electronic devices that he’d seen, no computers or stereos or MP3 players -- nothing, unless they were tucked away in the bedroom.


  Unable to resist the lure of his own curiosity, he walked back into the house, through the kitchen, and into the dining room where her easel was set up. He knelt down and looked through some of the paintings that were piled up against her wall. What he saw surprised him. He wasn’t much of a judge of art, but there was certainly a sinister tone to Catherine’s work. He frowned as he studied one dark painting after another. The colors were reds, blacks, browns, the images abstract, some with ghostly appearances, others that seemed purely evil.


  There was a definite mood to her work, anger, restlessness, frustration, and a sense of injustice. At least those were the emotions he felt when he looked at her paintings. How could such a pretty young woman paint such black moments?


  The painting on the easel, showing Sarah’s look-alike sitting in a beautiful meadow, was a departure from Catherine’s other work. It was almost as if Catherine wanted to protect her memories and images of Jessica by permanently putting her in a calm, restful place.


  Which brought him back to his original question: Was Catherine’s friend Jessica really Sarah?


  “I see you’ve made yourself at home,” Catherine said.


  Dylan turned in surprise. She’d come in so quietly he hadn’t heard her. His instincts were usually much sharper. She must have left the dogs outside.


  “Yes, thanks for the tea,” he replied. “It had a kick to it."


  “You looked like you needed a boost."


  “I rarely need a boost,” he said.


  She smiled at his cocky statement. “So you’re one of those men who thinks being tired is a weakness."


  “I’m not tired,” he countered. “I’m concerned about my brother’s child. It’s important that we find her as soon as possible."


  “I know. I’ve been thinking about the fact that your friend and my friend could possibly be the same person. It seems amazing to me that Jessica would have a baby, though. How old is the little girl?"


  “Sixteen months,” Dylan replied.


  Catherine shook her head. “It’s so difficult to believe. In my head Jessica is a young girl. But she’s not. She’s twenty-eight years old now. So much time has passed since I saw her."


  “Let’s not let any more time pass,” he said quickly, sensing that Catherine was the type of person who could get lost in her own head. Hell, maybe that was what she and her friend Jessica had in common. “Let’s get back to business. You told me that Jessica made her cross-country trip with another girl. Tell me more about her."


  “That was Teresa Meyers. She was in foster care with us, too. She was the same age as Jessica, but totally different in personality. She prided herself on being a tough chick, you know what I mean?"


  He nodded. He’d run into more than a few of those in the field of journalism. “Where is Teresa now?"


  Catherine shook her head. “I don’t know. I tried to find her after Jessica disappeared in Chicago, but I couldn’t locate her. She didn’t go back to any of her previous addresses, and quite frankly I didn’t have the money to hire anyone to look for her."


  “So Teresa knew how to disappear, too? What? Did they take you aside in foster care and give you a hands-on guide for how to vanish without a trace?"


  Catherine shrugged away his sarcasm. “They didn’t care enough to do that. Kids in foster care don’t have roots. If you’re not a cute baby someone wants to adopt, you float around the system, moving from house to house, with no regard for any kind of permanence or feeling of security. That’s the way Jessica, Teresa, and I grew up. It’s what we were used to. We didn’t worry about telling people where we were, because there wasn’t anyone to tell. No one gave a damn."


  Despite her matter-of-fact tone, anger burned in her eyes, and Dylan felt like a shit for his comments. “I apologize."


  “You should. At any rate, I don’t know where Teresa is. Nor do I know where Jessica is. That’s the bottom line."


  “But they could be together. They could have kept in touch after Teresa left Chicago?"


  “Yes, but if Jessica knew where Teresa was, she kept the information in her head, because it wasn’t written down on any of the papers in her apartment. Although she did have her purse with her when she disappeared."


  “Really?” Dylan said, surprised by that fact.


  “As far as we can tell, yes. That’s the clue that led the police to speculate that there was no foul play involved."


  “Well, I think there’s only one way to answer your questions and mine. You need to come with me to LA to meet Sarah, to see if she’s Jessica. We can go right now. I’ll drive."


  Catherine’s hesitation disturbed him.


  “What? You don’t want to go?” he asked in amazement.


  “Of course I want to go, but I have a job. I teach an art class at the local community college on Friday afternoons, and today is the midterm exam. I can’t miss it."


  “What time is it over?"


  “Five o’clock."


  He didn’t want to wait until the end of the day. They were three hours north of LA, and at this rate they wouldn’t be able to meet up with Jake and Sarah until later in the evening. But he had no choice. Catherine was his best lead. “We’ll go after your class."


  Catherine stared back at him, uncertainty in her eyes.


  “What now?” he asked.


  “It has occurred to me over the years that maybe Jessica had a reason to disappear, and by trying to find her I might be putting her in danger. I wonder if I did exactly that when I called the police last night.


  It might be better for me to wait here. If Jessica wants to find me, she’ll find me."


  “Maybe she doesn’t know where you are. You were in New York when she disappeared."


  “That’s true. But if she wanted to track me down, she’d look here. I lived here for a couple of years when I was a little girl. I used to tell Jessica about the sand dunes on Pismo Beach and the beautiful waves. It was a happy place for me. I think she’d come here if she were looking for me. And my name is listed in the phone book."


  “Perhaps she was coming here,” Dylan suggested, his nerves tightening at the thought. It would give Sarah a reason for heading north from LA. She could have been on her way to find Catherine. “Sarah doesn’t know who she is,” he reminded Catherine. “She needs someone to tell her. If she’s Jessica, you could be the one person to bring back her memory. And it’s important, not just because her child is missing, but because someone is trying to kill Sarah."


  “What?” she asked in shock. “You didn’t say that before."


  “Her accident wasn’t random. Someone ran her off the road, and someone tried to smother her with a pillow in the hospital yesterday. That’s the truth.” He gazed into her eyes. “You can see I’m telling the truth, can’t you?"


  “Yes, I can see that. But what you haven’t told me is why you’re trying to help someone you don’t like. What do you have against Sarah?"


  “She wrecked my brother’s life. She took his kid and ran away seven months ago. Watching him search for his daughter...” Dylan couldn’t even finish the statement. Seeing Jake’s pain had just about killed him. He hadn’t been able to do anything to help his brother, the brother who had quite literally saved his own stupid life. But he had a chance now, and he wasn’t going to blow it. He needed Catherine to trust him, and she wasn’t a woman to trust easily. He couldn’t fake it with her. She was far too perceptive. “I don’t like Sarah, but I’m not interested in hurting her,” he said truthfully. “I just want to help my brother get his daughter back."


  “I never had a brother,” Catherine said. “I used to wish I did. Someone who would have protected me the way you want to protect your brother. All right. I’ll help you. I’ll go to LA with you tonight. But I’m as loyal to Jessica as you are to your brother. If I have to make a choice between them, I’ll choose her."


  “And I’ll choose him,” Dylan said.


  “Then we understand each other,” she said.


  “We do.” And what he understood was that he didn’t trust her any more than she trusted him. He would bet his life that Catherine knew how to run and hide as well as Sarah did.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  Sarah felt much better after their late lunch. Jake hadn’t said anything while they ate, and for that she was grateful. She needed a break from the constant onslaught of questions. A lot had happened in the past few days. She needed to process the odd facts that had come back to her and see if they made any sense. She started to clear their plates, but Jake waved her back.


  “I’ll clean up,” he said. “You sit. Save your energy for the big stuff."


  “Thanks.” She watched him take care of the food and dishes with quick, quiet competence. There was a confidence about his movements, as if he were used to taking care of himself -- which she supposed he was.


  She wondered what his life had been like before they met. Aside from his job, she knew next to nothing about him.


  “How old are you?” she asked.


  “Thirty-three,” he said shortly as he rinsed off a plate and set it on the counter to dry.


  Which made him five years older than her. “Where did you grow up? San Francisco?"


  “Yes."


  “What did you like to do in your free time?"


  Jake walked back to the table, looking none too pleased by her questions. “Why do you want to know about me? It’s not going to help you remember your life."


  “Probably not, but I’m curious. And you never know -- something you say, something you shared with me before, might spark a memory."


  “You’re reaching, Sarah."


  “Okay, so I just want to fill in some blanks. Are you going to talk or not?"


  Jake sat down with a sigh. “You never used to be so nosy."


  “I didn’t?"


  “No. You weren’t one of those women who wanted to know every last thing about me. I thought at the time how lucky I was."


  “But you don’t anymore."


  He shook his head. “Because now I understand that you didn’t ask me about my life so that you wouldn’t have to answer questions about yours. You said, ‘Let’s keep the past in the past,’ and I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ I had no idea that you had so much to hide."


  “What about you? Were you hiding anything from me?"


  The odd look that flashed through his eyes surprised her. And when he said, “Of course not,” she didn’t believe him.


  “Jake?"


  “I didn’t have a great childhood. I don’t like to talk about it. I’m not hiding anything.” He frowned. “Fine, here’s the abbreviated version of my life. As I told you before, my parents divorced when I was ten and Dylan was seven. My mother left, and my father raised us, so to speak. He wasn’t really around that much. He was a businessman, an investment banker. Everything for him was about numbers and bottom lines. He didn’t have patience for anything that didn’t add up. He had high expectations that were impossible to meet, especially for Dylan. He was rough on my brother. He made life impossible for him. Every night the dinner table was a battlefield."


  “So you tried to make things easier,” she ventured.


  “It didn’t work. My father and brother couldn’t get along, and to be honest my father was a bully. He’d go after any sign of weakness. Even when Dylan was just a little kid, my father would taunt him about his failures, if it was missing a ground ball at second base or marking the wrong answer on a math quiz. Sometimes I’d try to distract him by doing something even worse."


  Sarah leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. “Like what?"


  He shrugged. “Anything, spilling something on the floor -- he hated that -- turning on the TV when we were supposed to be studying.” Jake stared down at the floor. “Whatever."


  “You are totally lying,” she said. “You didn’t do those things -- Dylan did. You just tried to take the blame for him."


  His head jerked up. “That’s not true."


  “I don’t think it’s in you to screw up. You have this innate sense of right and wrong."


  His gaze burned into hers. “When it comes to you, yes."


  “When it comes to everything,” she countered. “Even if you tried to mess up to distract your father, I bet you didn’t do a very good job."


  “Okay, we’re done."


  “No, no, wait,” she pleaded, realizing she’d shut him down. “Okay, I’ll buy your story."


  “It’s not a story."


  “Tell me the rest. Please."


  He drew in a deep breath and then said, “Things got worse for Dylan when I went away to college. My father kicked him out of the house when he was sixteen. Dylan wound up coming to live with me. He slept on my living room couch for two years in an apartment I shared with a few other guys. I got him signed up at the local high school and that was that. He was my responsibility."


  “Your father didn’t try to get Dylan to come home?"


  “Hell, no. I think he was happy we were both gone. He threw some extra cash at me until Dylan was eighteen, and then he said he was done supporting either one of us."


  “Your father sounds like a harsh man."


  “Cold as ice."


  “It’s no wonder you’re such close brothers. I’m sure Dylan would do anything for you.” Their tight relationship also explained why Dylan was so protective of Jake when it came to her.


  “We’d do anything for each other,” Jake amended.


  She gave him a thoughtful look. “I came between you, didn’t I? You said something about that before."


  “Dylan didn’t trust you, but I wouldn’t listen to him. He’d always been a cynic about women. He never got over my mother walking out on us. He went crazy when you moved in with me, and especially when you got pregnant. He pressured me to ask you more questions, to make sure I knew who you were before I married you. But I didn’t want to ask you questions. I didn’t want to rock the perfect boat we were on. So I blew him off. I told him to get out of my life if he couldn’t be happy for me. I didn’t see him again until the day you disappeared. He came back as soon as he heard you and Caitlyn were gone."


  “You chose me over your brother. I’m amazed."


  “It just goes to show how insane I was. But Dylan was right. I was wrong. I should have done everything he said.” Jake drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “In my job, I focus on every detail. I know how important it is to have a foundation that’s strong, that won’t cave in; otherwise nothing else matters. But in my personal life, with you, I screwed up. I didn’t worry about building a foundation. I didn’t care about the details. Our relationship was built on shifting sand, and look what happened. It collapsed. Why was I surprised?"


  She didn’t know what to say. She was still stunned to know that she’d been able to rip apart such a tight bond between brothers. Jake must have really loved her. And she must have loved him, too. But if she had loved him, why had she let him send away the brother he adored? Jake must have told her before how he had practically raised Dylan. She had to have known how close they were.


  “Did I know at the time that Dylan disliked me?” she asked. “Did you tell me about your conversation with him?"


  “Not completely,” he admitted. “You knew a little, but I didn’t want to hurt your feelings."


  Because he had a big heart, she realized. He’d protected his brother and he’d protected her. Jake was a good man. Why on earth had she left him? There had to be something he wasn’t telling her about their relationship.


  “What did we fight about?” she asked.


  Jake stared at her. “Nothing."


  “Seriously?"


  “You weren’t a fighter. You didn’t complain. You didn’t argue about anything."


  “Wow. I sound like an incredibly boring doormat of a person. Why did you like me?"


  Jake sighed. “You weren’t a doormat. We didn’t fight because we were in sync. We liked the same movies. We read the same books. We were never bored with each other. We didn’t talk about a lot of personal stuff, but we talked about everything else. And you have a great sense of adventure, Sarah. You once read an article about all the public stairways in San Francisco. There are three hundred and something of them, by the way. You decided that we would find all of them and climb them. And we did. I had grown up in the city, but I’d never seen it before, not until I met you.” He paused. “You made me stop and feel the sun on my face. It sounds stupid, but I’d never done that."


  No, because he was a goal-obsessed person, and right now he was chafing with impatience at having to tell her things about their past when all he really wanted to do was find Caitlyn.


  “Thanks,” she said simply. “It’s nice to know something about myself."


  He shrugged. “Whatever it takes."


  The muscles in his face tightened, as if he regretted the small confidence they’d shared. She doubted she would get anything more personal out of him. But she didn’t want their conversation to end. She felt as if every word he spoke was lightening up the darkness in her head. “This is helping,” she said.


  “Why? Are you starting to remember?"


  “The memories feel closer."


  “What does that mean?"


  “I don’t know, Jake. Just keep talking. Tell me about your mother."


  “I don’t talk about her."


  “But why did she leave you behind? Don’t mothers usually get custody?"


  “She obviously didn’t want custody,” he replied. “I think she was so beaten down by my father over the years that she just couldn’t keep fighting. She used to drink, take sleeping pills. I’m sure she was trying to escape from my father."


  “Did he abuse her?"


  “I never saw him physically hurt her. I even remember some good times. But one day they were just gone. And then so was she. She wrote us a long letter and that was that. Over the years she did sign her name to a few birthday cards or Christmas presents, but that was basically all the contact we had with her."


  “It seems strange that she would just leave you like that."


  “Really? It seems stranger to me that you would think it was strange,” he said pointedly, his gaze burning into hers. “Obviously you had no problem walking away without a word."


  Sarah felt the sting of his accusation. She didn’t like how closely his mother’s story seemed to parallel her own. Frowning, she asked, “Did I know this before about your mother?"


  “Oh, yeah, you knew. It apparently didn’t matter to you. Or maybe you realized that leaving me without a word was the perfect way to kill me without actually taking out a gun. I didn’t think you had it in you to be so cruel."


  His tone was vicious, but there was as much pain as anger in his words. Her eyes began to water, and she felt as if she were on the verge of crying again, but she couldn’t cry, because Jake would think she was pretending, trying to get his sympathy, when in fact she felt like crying because of what she’d done to him.


  He was right. It was unbelievably cruel to replay his mother’s departure. She had hurt him so badly, this man she had supposedly loved enough to live with and have a child with. How could she have done such a thing? She didn’t feel inside like the tough, cold bitch he described. Yet how could she deny the facts?


  “I think I hate myself as much as you hate me,” she murmured.


  “That’s impossible.” Jake’s face was grim, his mouth taut, the pulse in his neck beating hard and fast. He jumped to his feet so fast the chair toppled over backward. “We’re done with this conversation. Whatever we had is gone. I want it to stay that way."


  It was his last, belated statement that made her realize how conflicted he was about her. She was almost afraid to ask, but somehow the words came out. “Do you mean it’s not completely gone?"


  “Well, it is for you, isn’t it?” he countered.


  “Maybe it’s not. Maybe when I remember who I am, I’ll remember that I’m still in love with you."


  He stared at her for a long moment. “I did love you, Sarah,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “I thought you were the perfect woman, only you turned out to be a figment of my imagination."


  “What we had together was real,” she argued.


  “No, it wasn’t. Everything you said was a lie."


  “Not everything. I’m a real person, even if my name keeps changing. What I like to eat is the same."


  “So Sarah Tucker and Samantha Blake and God knows who else like Mongolian beef and chicken fried rice. Who cares?” he snapped.


  “I do, because maybe who I am down deep is the same, too.” She paused, searching for the right words. “I feel a lot softer than the person you describe. I feel as if I’ve been hurt, too, like the pain is really big, and if I let it out, it will be too much."


  “Do you want me to feel sorry for you?"


  “No, I want you to understand."


  “Understand what? At the moment neither of us knows the truth about you. You can’t explain your actions, and I can’t understand. That’s where we are, Sarah. You have to find a way to get through the block in your head. If it’s fear and pain, you have to battle through it."


  “I don’t know how to do that."


  “Yes, you do. I watched you climb three hundred and seventy-two stairs with shaky, exhausted legs and a determined spirit. You know how to make it to the top. You’re not a quitter."


  “I’m afraid,” she murmured. “I’m scared of finding out that I left you as cruelly as you said I did, that something terrible is happening to my daughter while I’m locked up in this lost world in my head. I’m terrified that whoever is trying to kill me will succeed if I don’t remember him before he finds me again.” She began to tremble and shake, and she couldn’t seem to stop. She was so cold. She felt so lost. And maybe she hadn’t felt like quitting before, but she did now. The mountain facing her, filled with doubts and lies, seemed insurmountable.


  After a moment Jake came over to her, hauled her to her feet and into his embrace, pressing her head against his chest, wrapping his arms tightly around her. She inhaled the scent of him and her body began to warm. As the long, silent minutes passed, she leaned on him, absorbed his strength, and for the first time since she’d woken up in the hospital she felt safe.


  At some point their embrace changed. She became acutely aware of Jake’s heart beating against her chest, the points where their bodies touched, the way their hips fit together, their legs entwined. Jake stroked her back, creating a line of fire that ran down her spine.


  His breathing changed, quickened. She wanted to move, but she couldn’t possibly take a step away from him. Her body went from relaxed to tense -- but it was a different kind of tension, a different kind of need.


  Jake put his hand under her chin, forcing her head up so she would have to meet his gaze. “Damn you, Sarah."


  She sucked in a quick breath at the look of raw desire in his eyes. “We shouldn’t,” she whispered.


  “Hell, no,” he agreed as his thumb ran roughly around the edge of her mouth.


  Her lips parted. She hadn’t meant it as an invitation, but he took it as one, crushing her mouth with his own in a harsh kiss that was a mix of anger and passion. She didn’t know where one emotion began and the other ended. She just knew she didn’t want the kiss to end. But it had to end. It needed to end.


  Jake pulled away first, his breathing ragged, his eyes glittering. He gripped her arms, his fingers tightening so hard she could feel their imprint on her skin. Then he moved her away from him and released her, taking a couple steps back, putting some distance between them. For long moments all they did was stare at each other. Then Jake turned on his heel, stomped into the bathroom, and slammed the door.


  She let out a breath, sinking down on her chair as she heard the shower go on.


  Had he always kissed her like that? No wonder she’d gone to bed with him so fast. Her entire body was on fire. But she’d almost made a huge mistake. She couldn’t make love with Jake. She didn’t know him. He was a stranger to her now.


  But the problem was... she felt as if she did know him. Her body recognized him, even if her mind didn’t, and her heart wanted to reach out to his. She felt an emotional connection as well as a physical one. And Jake felt something, too.


  Despite everything she’d done to him, he still wanted her -- and he hated himself for it. She knew his shower would be long, cold, and punishing.


  For several minutes she just sat, breathing in and out, trying to calm down, but she could still taste Jake on her lips, feel his hands on her arms. At last she had a memory of him, a very recent memory, and it was overwhelming.


  Finally her heart settled into a reasonable beat, and she forced herself to concentrate on what she needed to do next. Without Jake’s presence she tried to relax, visualize herself in the place she had called home for the past few months. There had to be a clue to her life somewhere in this apartment. She’d slept here every night. She’d eaten at the table, cooked in the kitchen, watched her baby sleep in the crib. Her gaze swept back and forth across the room.


  Something bothered her. Something played at the back of her mind.


  The details were off. Was it in the arrangement of the furniture? Was there a crooked photograph? Was there something about the way the curtain hung over the window? She walked slowly across the room, turned, and came back again. The floorboard creaked beneath her feet. She stopped and took another long look around the apartment.


  What had Jake told her before?


  That when she was taking pictures, her mind always went to the odd detail that made the photograph more interesting.


  There were three small throw rugs on the floor that gave some color and life to the worn brown carpet. One was in front of the apartment door, the other in front of the kitchen door, and the third by the window.


  Why wasn’t it in front of the bathroom door? It would have made more sense to put it there.


  She walked over to the window and knelt down, then in one fluid motion picked up the rug. She’d done this before, she thought. There was a heater vent hidden under the rug. Why would she put a rug over a heater?


  She reached into the slats of the vent and pulled the metal piece up, once again feeling that odd sense of déjà vu.


  Putting the metal grate aside, she peered into a small, dark hole. Reaching in, she took out a pile of cards and rocked back on her heels to see what she had. She laid the cards out on the floor, shocked to see that they were driver’s licenses, each one with a different name, a different address, but all with the same face -- hers.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  “What’s all this?” Jake asked from behind her.


  Startled, she had to resist the urge to scoop up the identification cards and hide them away, but it was too late anyway.


  Jake knelt down next to her, wearing only his jeans. Water still glistened on his shoulders, and his hair was spiked and damp. He picked up one of the licenses.


  She licked her lips. In the picture her hair was blond, her name was Kelly Grimes, and the address placed her in Las Vegas. The next one he studied appeared to be a younger version of her with red hair. Her name was Stephanie Hamilton, and her address was in Palm Springs. There were a half dozen more identities.


  “How did you know these were here?” Jake demanded, lifting his gaze to meet hers. “Were you just waiting for me to leave the room?"


  “No, of course not."


  Skepticism filled his eyes. “Sure. You just happened to find these while I was in the shower."


  “Jake, if I had known they were here, I would have found a way to get rid of you for longer than a shower, and I wouldn’t have been kneeling here like an idiot waiting for you to discover yet another bad secret about me."


  “So what did happen?"


  “I thought about what you told me, that I was always aware of odd details. As I looked around the apartment, I kept thinking there was something out of place, and it was this rug. Who puts a rug in front of a window?"


  Jake peered back into the hole, reached in, and pulled out a pile of papers and a bunch of Social Security cards. “Dammit."


  “What are those?” she asked, not getting a clear view, as his broad shoulders were in the way.


  “Birth certificates for a half dozen little girls. Someone went to a lot of trouble to get you and Caitlyn identities that you could switch around and around.” He paused and shook his head in disbelief. “You had help disappearing, Sarah. A lot of help."


  “Because I’m in a lot of trouble,” she whispered.


  “I think so. And you’ve been doing this for a while,” Jake added, going back through the licenses. “You look at least five to six years younger in this picture."


  “It started before you, then.” She’d suspected that, but here was confirmation.


  “Yes.” Jake gazed into her eyes. “But for two years you stayed put; you had a baby, a life with me. Was it always a temporary thing or did something happen to make you run again?"


  “I wish I could answer that."


  “Maybe you would have run sooner if you hadn’t gotten pregnant,” Jake mused. “Perhaps that’s why you stayed as long as you did. You had to make it through the pregnancy, deliver Caitlyn, and get back on your feet. The pregnancy changed your plans for a few months, that’s all -- which was probably why you were so agitated when you found out you were having a baby."


  “But why would I need to keep moving?"


  “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” He gazed back at the birth certificates. “You had these made in the past sixteen months, which means you had to see someone to get them -- either in San Francisco or here in LA. Since the names match up on several of the licenses done before Caitlyn was born, I’m betting it was the same person you’d gone to before, a long-term connection."


  Sarah picked up the cards and certificates and slipped them back into the hole, then replaced the vent and the rug and stood up.


  “Why did you do that?” Jake asked.


  “Uh...” she faltered. “What do you mean?"


  “You hid everything away again."


  Sarah glanced down at the rug. “I don’t know. Habit, I guess. I wasn’t thinking."


  “Maybe your habits are the key to your past. When you’re not thinking, you rely on your instincts."


  “I guess.” She rubbed her temple with her fingers. Her headache had been steadily growing the past hour and was now a throbbing ache behind her left eye. “What do you want to do now?"


  “I think you should take a shower,” he said. “Change your clothes. Brush your hair. Clear your head. Take a few minutes for yourself."


  She was surprised by the suggestion. “Do we have time?"


  “We’ll make time. You have a headache, don’t you?"


  “A little one,” she replied, dropping her fingers from her face. “It’s not important."


  “You used to get headaches, migraines, when you were with me. You hated to take medication, and you wouldn’t go to the doctor. You always chose to tough it out. I guess you had to avoid any place where they might ask for insurance. When you had Caitlyn, I paid the hospital bill."


  That was probably true. There would have been questions to answer, papers to fill out, and she obviously hadn’t wanted to leave any kind of trail. It was hard to believe the facts she was learning about herself. She felt as if she’d stepped into someone else’s life. Then again, maybe that was exactly what she had done. Had the names and addresses on the fake IDs hidden away in the vent belonged to real people? Her head pounded with pain.


  “I will take a shower,” she said, heading toward the bathroom. She needed a few minutes to regroup and she needed to do that away from Jake.


  As Sarah closed the door, Jake pulled on his shirt and buttoned it up. He mentally ran down the list of people in their social circle, wondering whom Sarah could have contacted in San Francisco to make her fake IDs. But there was no one she knew that he didn’t. She’d been new to town, or so she’d said, when they met. After that, his friends had become her friends. Still, she had ventured out on her own during the day to do things all women did, get her hair cut, go to the supermarket, the post office, the bank. She could certainly have incorporated visits to someone else during those times. It wasn’t as if they’d been together every second.


  Checking his watch, he pulled out his cell phone, hoping Dylan had come up with some new information.


  “Hello,” Dylan said a moment later. “I was just about to call you, Jake."


  The optimistic note in his brother’s voice gave him a lift. “I hope that means you have some news."


  “Well, I have a strong suspicion that Catherine Hilliard’s missing friend, Jessica, is Sarah."


  Jake felt a surge of energy run through his body. Maybe they were finally going to catch a break. “What have you discovered?"


  “Catherine doesn’t have photographs of Jessica, but she does have a portrait that she painted from memory, and the girl looks a lot like Sarah."


  “I don’t know, Dylan, a painting?” he asked doubtfully.


  “Just listen. Catherine’s friend Jessica disappeared eight years ago. She was living in Chicago at the time, but she was originally from California. About a week before she vanished, Jessica left a message for Catherine saying she was in some trouble. Like Sarah, Jessica disappeared without leaving any clues behind. She was twenty years old at the time of her disappearance. Which would make her twenty-eight now."


  “The same age as Sarah,” Jake said.


  “Yeah. I just got on the Internet, and I looked up the newspaper articles on Jessica’s disappearance. One had a grainy head shot that doesn’t definitively look like Sarah, but it’s close. Her hair is much shorter, straightened and blond, but the features are similar. In the articles, the police say they have no idea what happened to Jessica. The woman had no known enemies. She worked as a receptionist in a law firm, a temp job, so no one knew her very well. Her neighbor said she thought Jessica was dating someone, but she never met him. She just heard them out in the hall a few times. However, no boyfriend came forward to look for Jessica. It’s all very sketchy."


  “So the only thing we really have is that this woman looks a little like Sarah."


  “There are a couple of other facts that support my theory, like that Jessica’s parents died in a car crash, same as Sarah’s."


  “Anything else?"


  “Catherine says that Jessica grew up in foster care with her."


  “Foster care? Sarah certainly didn’t mention that. I don’t know, Dylan. It sounds very circumstantial or coincidental."


  “Maybe she didn’t tell you because it was part of the past she wanted to hide from you. Jessica also had a doll named Caitlyn and a grandmother in Boston named Sarah. I don’t know about you, but I think that’s a few too many coincidences."


  Jake’s mind raced with the implications. “Okay, so what’s next?"


  “I want to bring Catherine down to meet Sarah. I think if they’re face-to-face we’ll know for sure."


  “That sounds like a good idea. When can you get here?"


  “Unfortunately, not until late tonight. Catherine is teaching an art class, and she can’t miss it. I doubt we’ll get on the road before six o’clock. And it’s probably a three-hour drive from here. What’s happening on your end?"


  “We’re at Sarah’s apartment. We found a pile of fake IDs and birth certificates for Sarah and Caitlyn,” he replied. “Sarah has been a dozen different people over the years, and it appears that she’s been on the run for a while."


  “That would jive with Catherine’s story."


  “Yes, it would. And if Sarah is Jessica, and she really grew up in foster care, then that could explain her lack of relatives. It would also give us a concrete place to start looking for her past. If she was in the foster care system, there have to be records."


  “Agreed. I also want to dig further into the Chicago connection. Jessica had neighbors, coworkers, friends there. Someone has to know more than we do."


  “You’d think so. By the way, Sarah’s neighbor here in LA called her Samantha."


  “Another alias."


  “Yes. Her neighbor also told us that someone may have tried to attack Sarah earlier this week, which could have triggered her run up the coast. There’s a sketch of the attacker here in the apartment, and Sarah seems to think it’s the same guy who was in her hospital room."


  “I wonder if Sarah was running here to see her old friend Catherine,” Dylan suggested. “Although, aside from a cryptic unsigned note, Catherine said she’s had no contact from Jessica in the past eight years. It’s possible I’m completely off base here. I hate to get your hopes up, Jake."


  “Well, until we know for sure, keep working the contact."


  “I will. I’ll let you know when we get on the road."


  Jake felt a rush of optimism as he ended the call. If they could trace Sarah to this Jessica, they would be a lot closer to finding out the story of her life, why she’d disappeared eight years ago, and what kind of trouble she’d been in. Maybe Chicago was where it had all started.


  Slipping his phone back into his pocket, he looked around the apartment once more. Was he missing something? Sarah had zoned in on the hidden vent beneath the carpet. Were there other hiding places? Would she have been paranoid enough to use more than one location to secret away the clues to her past? The answer to that question was a definite yes.


  He walked through the apartment, running his hands along the walls to see if he could find anything out of the ordinary. Nothing jumped out at him. He walked back to the bed, to the crib. He’d been trying very hard not to look at that crib, because it was the one piece of furniture in the room that really bothered him. Now he knew he had to face it head-on.


  He moved over to the crib, putting his hands on the rail. Gazing down at the mattress, he could picture his daughter lying there with her blanket and her bear and her thumb in her mouth, and the image brought a knot of emotion to his throat. He couldn’t believe how much time had passed since he’d seen Caitlyn. She would be so much bigger now, talking, walking, a little person.


  Would she remember him? When she saw him again, would she know he was her father? Or would he be a stranger to her?


  It killed him that she probably wouldn’t recognize him now. She’d been away from him almost as long as she’d been with him, half of her short life.


  Sarah had stolen so much from him -- time he would never get back, moments he would never experience. He hated her for that. But the separation between him and his daughter was coming to an end. He would get Caitlyn back, and when he did he would never let her out of his sight again.


  As for Sarah... he didn’t know what he would do about her. It had been easier to hate her when she was gone, when he wasn’t with her, when the good memories had been overwhelmed by the bad ones.


  His gaze caught on a piece of fabric underneath the blanket. He moved the blanket aside and was shocked to see what appeared to be a rolled-up T-shirt -- a man’s shirt, he realized as he picked it up. He unrolled the material, stunned to see the Cal Berkeley logo on the front. This was his shirt -- one of his favorites, in fact. Sarah had once teased him about how often he wore it. She’d even snapped a photo of him wearing it as Caitlyn slept on his chest after her feeding. And here was the shirt in his baby’s crib.


  Why? Why had Sarah tucked his shirt into Caitlyn’s bed?


  Had she wanted to give their daughter some memory of her father, some tactile sense of his presence in her life? Or was he grasping at straws, wanting to believe that Sarah had cared a little about the fact that she was separating father and daughter?


  What did it matter? Even if she had taken his shirt for some sentimental reason, it didn’t change anything. Still, he found himself raising the shirt to his face, inhaling deeply, and wondering if he could really smell Caitlyn’s scent or if it was just his desperate need to feel some sort of connection with her.


  He set the shirt back down in the crib and gripped the railing as a rush of emotion swept through him. He’d stuffed the pain down deep, refusing to let it come to the surface. It was the only way he’d gotten through the days, the weeks, the months. And he couldn’t let the pain overwhelm him now. He couldn’t get lost in the memories. He had to find Caitlyn. He was so close to getting his daughter back. So damn close.


  “I’m coming, baby,” he murmured. “I’m coming to get you."


  Turning away, he walked back to the kitchen table and sat down. He picked up the sketch of the man Sarah had drawn and focused on the facial details. Aside from his dark eyes, his other features weren’t particularly exceptional or memorable. Jake would put the man’s age to be in his thirties, maybe forties. He dressed like a thug, but did that describe who he was, or simply provide a good disguise? The multiple attempts on Sarah’s life led Jake to believe that whoever was after her was powerful and determined. Was it this guy? Or was this man just the hired gun?


  Whoever was after Sarah certainly hadn’t given up over the number of years that she’d been gone, especially if the trouble had begun in Chicago eight years ago. What would make someone want to hunt her down and kill her after all this time?


  For some reason the dangerous reality hadn’t sunk in for him until this moment. Now it hit him hard. Someone wanted to kill Sarah, and he had to keep her alive, not just for her own sake, but also for Caitlyn’s.


  The only fact that made him feel marginally better was the belief that if the person who was after Sarah already had Caitlyn, they would have said so by now. They would have used Caitlyn to get to Sarah, which meant Caitlyn was still safe -- for the moment. Who knew how long that would last? The bad guys knew more about Sarah’s life and past than Jake or Sarah did.


  So, what next? Sarah’s place of employment, he figured. She might have made a friend there, someone she’d confided in, although he found it doubtful. She’d lived with him for two years and never told him any of her secrets. Why would she tell some other night janitor any truths about herself? Still, it was the only lead they had in this part of town. And he had to hope that Caitlyn was somewhere close by. It was certainly possible that Sarah could have found herself a babysitter without giving away her secrets, and that babysitter could have come from her workplace.


  He looked up as Sarah emerged from the bathroom in a pink floral robe that had been hanging on the back of the bathroom door. She grabbed some clothes out of her dresser and closet and disappeared again.


  It was a good thing, too. Seeing her bare legs peeking out of that robe and the shadow of cleavage between her breasts had made him hard in an instant. He had to get over this insane physical attraction to her. She’d practically killed him with her actions. He should not want her in any way whatsoever.


  Only he did. And that was the damnable truth. For the past seven months he’d done nothing but concoct beautiful plans of revenge and torture for her. But now he was confused. Nothing was adding up as he’d expected. In some ways Sarah was as lost as Caitlyn was. And when Sarah looked at him with a plea in her beautiful blue eyes to somehow find a way out of this mess, he wanted to swoop in and rescue her. But who would he be rescuing? Who was the real Sarah? He sure as hell shouldn’t sleep with her until he knew the answer to that question.


  The bathroom door opened again. Sarah had put on clean jeans and a cream-colored sweater over a camisole top. Her hair was still damp and curling wildly, despite her efforts to brush and straighten it. Her eyes were clearer now, and her bruises didn’t seem so intense. She’d removed the bandage from her forehead, revealing a long deep cut just below her hairline.


  “I feel better,” she said. “That was a good idea. What have you been doing?"


  “I spoke to Dylan. Does the name Catherine Hilliard ring a bell?"


  Sarah thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Why? Who is she?"


  “The woman who called in to the news broadcast last night. She says you look like a girl she lived with in foster care -- a girl named Jessica.” He watched her closely to see if she flinched or responded in any way, but she simply gave him her usual blank expression.


  “Are you saying I grew up in foster care?"


  “If you’re this girl Jessica, you did."


  “Then I don’t have a family?” Shadows of disappointment filled her eyes.


  “You told me your parents died when you were young. Maybe that’s why you were in foster care, although you also said you lived with your grandparents in Boston, which wasn’t true."


  “Why would I lie about that?"


  He shrugged. “Catherine told Dylan that her friend Jessica disappeared from Chicago eight years ago, in much the same manner you disappeared from me."


  “Chicago?” Sarah rubbed her temple again. “My headache is coming back."


  “I’ll bet. Maybe your head hurts because you can’t keep track of all the lies. At any rate, Dylan is going to bring Catherine here to meet you. Hopefully if you’re face-to-face, your memory will return."


  “Hopefully,” she echoed. Sarah glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s almost four. I wonder why Amanda never came back."


  It was a good question. Amanda had acted concerned for Sarah, even wanted to call the police, but she hadn’t rushed back after her lunchtime class to check on her friend. Why was that? “Where did Amanda say she worked?” he asked.


  “Something about a gym."


  Jake got up and walked over to the kitchen wall. There were several numbers listed, including Amanda’s cell and work. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the first number, then handed the phone to Sarah. “She’ll be more likely to talk to you."


  A moment later Sarah shook her head. “No answer."


  “Try the other number,” he suggested, reading it off the paper to her.


  “Yes, hello,” Sarah said. “I’m looking for Amanda. Is she there?” She paused. “Okay, thank you.” She hung up the phone. “I’ll call back later. The gym said she isn’t working today, but I thought she told us she had a lunchtime aerobics class. That’s odd."


  “She’s the only close friend of yours that we’ve identified,” Jake mused. “And she used to watch Caitlyn."


  Sarah’s gaze met his. “She also didn’t let us into her apartment. She shut the door when she went to get the key."


  Jake jumped up, cursing himself for missing the obvious.


  Sarah beat him down the hall to Amanda’s door. She pounded hard on the wood, calling out Amanda’s name, but there was no answer. “What if Caitlyn is in there?” Sarah asked, desperation in her voice, in her expression.


  “She’s not there now,” he said, his own nerves on edge. “Look, Sarah, even if Caitlyn was with Amanda earlier, Amanda would have taken her somewhere else as soon as she got rid of us. She would have wanted to put some space between us until she knew what to do."


  “Why? Why wouldn’t she just give my daughter to me?"


  “Because you don’t remember who you are. You didn’t know your name, and Amanda didn’t recognize me,” he said. “Damn, I was a fool not to think of this earlier."


  “Break the door down,” Sarah ordered.


  “What?"


  “You heard me. I said break the door down.” She gave him a determined look. “Caitlyn may not be there now, but she might have been there before, and I want to know for sure. If you won’t do it, I’ll find a way to do it myself. There must be something I can use to --"


  “I’ll do it; hang on.” He took a step back, then launched forward, slamming the door with his shoulder. It shuddered but didn’t break. He tried again, using every bit of strength that he had. The door cracked and then flew open. He stumbled into the apartment.


  Sarah pushed past him, searching the small area for any sign of their daughter. The floor plan was basically the same as Sarah’s place, although Amanda had added more color with fake flowers and cozy, bright blankets on the couch and bed. Sarah zeroed in on a set of plastic keys lying on a table. “Caitlyn’s,” she whispered, her heart in her eyes.


  Jake saw the pain of her loss, and knew that at least that emotion was real. Sarah still had a deep connection with their daughter, even if she couldn’t remember anything else.


  “Take a breath,” he advised, directing the words at himself as much as at Sarah. His heart was beginning to pound, and all kinds of crazy theories were running through his head. “You visited over here with Caitlyn. Amanda said she’d babysat for you. It doesn’t mean anything that those keys are here."


  “What about this?” she asked, picking up a child’s picture book. “You think I casually left these things behind?"


  “Maybe not. I don’t know, but there’s no real proof Caitlyn was here a few hours ago, which is what you’d like to believe."


  “Amanda said she had a lunchtime class, and she didn’t. She lied about that."


  “Maybe she has a second job at another gym.” He didn’t know why he was trying to defend or explain Amanda to Sarah, but deep in his gut he just couldn’t believe that Caitlyn had been with Sarah’s next-door neighbor for the past few days. “Think about it, Sarah. If someone attacked you in this building, you would not have left Caitlyn here while you drove up the coast. You wouldn’t have believed she would be safe, not after that man tried to get into the elevator with you."


  Sarah stared back at him, unblinking, as she processed his words. He could see the light dim in her eyes when the logic took hold and the hope faded. Finally she nodded. “I can’t argue with your reasoning, but I still think it’s strange that Amanda didn’t come back. She seemed so suspicious of you and worried for me. That doesn’t make sense."


  “Well, one thing is clear to me -- when we go to your workplace next, you’re going in alone. You might get a better reception that way. It’s possible Amanda would have said more to you if I hadn’t been standing right next to you."


  “Amanda could still know where Caitlyn is and just have been afraid to tell me,” Sarah suggested.


  “It’s a possibility. We can try to find her. You have her cell phone. You can leave her a message. Maybe she’ll call back."


  “What should we do about the door?” Sarah asked. “We can’t leave her apartment open."


  “We’ll try the landlord before we leave. Maybe he can nail the door shut until she gets home, and we’ll leave a note, some money to fix it."


  They walked down the hall and back into Sarah’s apartment. Jake noticed that Sarah was still clutching the toy and the book. She couldn’t seem to let the items go, and he couldn’t blame her. They were a tangible link to Caitlyn.


  “Why don’t you pack up some clothes in case we don’t come back here for a while,” he said.


  “Why? Where are we going?"


  “To where you worked -- maybe back up the coast. Who knows? Caitlyn isn’t here, and I’m not sure it’s a wise idea for us to stay long. Obviously the person who is after you knows where you live."


  “It seems so hopeless. I thought my memory would be back by now."


  “Don’t quit on me, Sarah. I need you in this all the way or we’ll never find Caitlyn. You can’t give up."


  She bristled at the idea, as he’d known she would. She immediately gathered herself together, throwing back her shoulders, lifting her chin, a new light back in her eyes. She might not be willing to fight for herself, but she would do battle for Caitlyn.


  “I’m not quitting,” she said. “I would never do that, not while my daughter is in danger."


  “Our daughter,” he corrected.


  She ignored him and moved to the closet. She pulled out a duffel bag, grabbed some clothes from the dresser and closet, and then went into the bathroom for personal supplies. She had barely returned when an alarm went off in the building. A series of shrill bells rang through the apartment.


  “That’s the fire alarm,” he said in surprise.


  “Yes,” Sarah agreed, putting on her coat. “We need to get out of here."


  He grabbed her by the arm. “Wait. I want to see if there’s any smoke.” He walked over to the window and saw gray smoke billowing up around the side of the building. When he turned, Sarah was right behind him.


  “It’s real. It’s a fire,” she said.


  “Yeah, a very convenient fire,” he muttered.


  Her eyes met his. “You think someone set it deliberately?"


  “It’s a good way to smoke us out of the building -- literally."


  “It’s obviously a real fire. We can’t stay here. We’re on the third floor, Jake."


  “Let’s go. Get your bag.” He jogged over to the front door and put his palm against the wood. It was still cool. He turned back to see Sarah stuffing Caitlyn’s blanket and bear into her bag. She grabbed his shirt, and then stared at it in bemusement. “What’s this?"


  “It’s mine,” he said shortly, meeting her quick, questioning gaze. “And no, I didn’t put it there. You must have taken it with you when you left me. I used to wear it all the time.” Sarah hesitated, then put the shirt into her bag. “Pull your sweater over your mouth and nose,” he advised. He opened the door slowly, coughing as smoke blew through the hallway from an open window at the end of the corridor. He tried not to breathe as he took Sarah’s hand and headed toward the stairs, praying he was making the right choice.


  The smoke was so thick he could barely see where they were going. Sarah’s hand tightened in his, a sign of complete and utter trust. They were in this together, for better or worse. He put his hand on the door to the stairwell. It was warm but not hot. He pushed it open. The air was dense and dark, but he didn’t see any flames.


  He grabbed the railing with one hand as they made their way down the stairs quickly but carefully. They were almost to the second-floor landing when a figure came out of the smoke.


  The man wore bulky clothing, baggy pants, and a hooded sweatshirt, and there was something in his hands. A gun. They’d run straight into an ambush.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  Jake stopped abruptly, shielding Sarah with his body as he quickly assessed the situation. They were trapped between the fire behind them and the gun in front of them. Sarah’s hand tightened in his, and he could feel her body shaking, her breath on his neck. She was depending on him to get them out of this alive. He needed a plan, but there was no time to make one. The man was raising the gun, his finger on the trigger.


  Jake let out a yell as he launched himself at their attacker, praying the gun wouldn’t go off and hit Sarah.


  The man stumbled backward in surprise, but he recovered quickly, coming at Jake with a fury that he didn’t expect, slamming Jake’s head against the wall. He saw stars and felt blackness begin to descend, but he forced it back.


  “Run, Sarah,” he urged.


  His words turned his attacker’s attention on Sarah. The man fired a shot at her just as she ducked past him, running down the stairs.


  Taking advantage of the man’s momentary distraction, Jake hit him from behind, this time knocking the gun out of his hand. They wrestled on the landing, both trying to get control of the gun, which had slid against the opposite wall.


  The man was strong and knew how to fight. Jake battled back. He had to give Sarah time to get away.


  Their bodies rolled over and over as they each struggled for dominance. They were close to the stairs now. If he could just shove the guy down the stairs, he might still get out of this alive.


  The smoke was getting thicker. Jake could feel the heat of the fire emanating from the walls. His lungs were burning.


  Suddenly a blast of cool air hit him in the face. There were men coming up the stairs. Firemen. Thank God!


  His attacker jerked away. He gave Jake one last push as he ran down the stairs, nearly knocking over one of the firemen on his way down.


  “Are you all right?” a fireman asked him, grabbing him by the arm.


  Jake stumbled to his feet. He couldn’t speak. His lungs were filled with smoke. The fireman helped him out of the building. He prayed that Sarah had gotten away, that she wasn’t still waiting outside, and that their attacker hadn’t caught up to her.


  Finally they reached the street. He gulped in deep breaths of the cool, fresh air. Dozens of people were milling around in front of a fire truck that blazed with red and blue strobe lights.


  “I’m okay,” he said as a paramedic came up to him. But his gasp only led the paramedic to slap an oxygen mask over his nose.


  “Breathe,” the paramedic instructed. “Sit down."


  He sat down on the grass, taking in much-needed air. All the while his gaze raked the area. He couldn’t see Sarah anywhere. He needed to find her. He pulled the mask off his nose. “I’m all right,” he repeated.


  “You’re bleeding,” the paramedic said. “And the oxygen will do you good."


  Jake put his hand to his head, and his fingers came away wet with blood. He must have cut himself on something in the stairwell.


  “Let me take a look at that cut."


  Jake pushed the paramedic’s hand away from his face. “I’m fine. I have to find someone. My... my wife,” he said, the words coming out before he could stop them. He didn’t bother to correct himself. “She came out of the building right before me. Did you see her? Long, curly brown hair, blue eyes?"


  “Sorry, buddy, I just got here, but I think everyone is out. Come on, sit down. You need treatment."


  “No, I have to find her.” He jogged down the sidewalk, looking for Sarah or the guy who had attacked them. When he got to the spot where the car was parked, his heart sank.


  The car was empty. He glanced around him. Where the hell was Sarah?


  * * *


  A storm was coming, Dylan realized as he got out of his car. Dark black clouds were blowing in off the ocean. The temperature had dropped twenty degrees, and he shivered as he made his way up to Catherine Hilliard’s front door. It was half past five. He hoped she was home and ready to go. He was impatient to get down to LA.


  After she’d left for her class, he’d settled in at a coffee shop down the road. In addition to swilling down three cups of strong coffee, he’d gotten on the Internet and begun researching Jessica’s disappearance. He’d also done a little digging into tattoos, specifically of the tiger variety. It hadn’t surprised him to learn that tattoos could be linked to various gang organizations as a symbol of their fidelity. In fact, the tiger tattoo, which many believed to stand for fierceness, power, and loyalty, could also be traced back to specific groups linked to the Russian Mafia. Dylan sincerely hoped that Sarah’s would-be killer was not part of that organization, but at the moment he couldn’t discount any possibility.


  Knocking again, he wondered what was taking Catherine so long to answer. Her yellow VW Bug was parked in front of her garage. She had to be home. And her house was small. He could go from one end to the other in about thirty steps. Trying the knob, he turned it in his hand. He’d never been one to ignore an open door, so he walked into the cottage, calling out for Catherine. There was no answer.


  Crossing the room to the desk, he rifled through the drawers of her desk, feeling only a slight twinge of guilt at invading her privacy. Any woman who left her door unlocked was fair game, he rationalized.


  The phone on the desk suddenly rang, and he jumped. He stared at it for a long moment and then picked up the receiver. “Hello,” he said.


  He heard someone take a breath; then the phone slammed down and there was nothing but silence. Obviously the caller had not expected a man to answer. That was odd.


  He was just hanging up when the front door opened and Catherine walked in. Her golden-red hair was windblown, her cheeks stained with pink, her eyes a deep, mesmerizing shade of blue. He drew in a quick breath, shocked by his physical reaction to her. She wasn’t his type at all, he reminded himself. Nor was he here to get involved with her. She was just the means to an end -- the end being Caitlyn and his brother back together.


  “Your door was open,” he said.


  “And a lock would have stopped you?” she countered, a challenge in her eyes.


  “Maybe not, but it might have slowed me down. Do you always leave your door open when you go out?"


  She hung up her coat on a hook by the door. “I just ran next door to see if my neighbor could watch my pets while we’re gone. But we’re going to have to wait until morning."


  “Why?” he asked sharply. “You said you’d go tonight. Why have you changed your mind? Don’t you realize how important this is?"


  “I do, but it’s starting to rain, and the storm will be severe. If we leave tonight, we won’t make it."


  “Of course we’ll make it. It’s just a little rain. I can handle it."


  “I saw an accident,” Catherine said slowly, quietly.


  “What do you mean, you saw an accident?"


  She stared back at him, the answer in her eyes -- an answer he didn’t want to believe.


  “You mean, like, in a vision?” he asked.


  “Yes."


  It sounded like an awfully convenient vision to him. “Look, we’ll drive carefully, slowly."


  “I’m surprised those two words are in your vocabulary, because you’re neither slow nor careful. But I am. And I can’t go tonight. Tomorrow -- in the morning. That’s when we’ll go."


  He didn’t want to wait until morning. There had to be something he could say to change her mind, but he had barely finished the thought when a flash of lightning was followed by a rumble of thunder that ran through the house like a freight train. She was right. The storm was upon them. It was a good three-hour trip down the coast to LA, and despite what he’d said, it would be a brutal drive in the pouring rain. Sarah had almost lost her life making such a trip during the last storm. Perhaps they should wait. Still, he itched to get on with it, to make the final connection.


  “You’re impatient,” Catherine said.


  “Well, you don’t have to be psychic to see that,” he said dryly, realizing he was tapping his foot. “I don’t like to wait. I’ve spent way too much time waiting for people to...” He didn’t finish his sentence, not sure why he’d even started it. He never spoke about his past.


  Catherine gave him a speculative look, as if she were reading his mind. He didn’t like it. “Fine, we’ll go tomorrow,” he said quickly. “First thing in the morning. In the meantime you can tell me everything you know about Jessica."


  “I’d be happy to.” Catherine sat on the couch, pulling down the afghan and wrapping it around her shoulders. “But first I have some questions for you."


  “Like what?” He took a seat on the chair across from her.


  “Tell me about your friend Sarah’s baby. What does she look like?"


  “Like the most beautiful baby you’ve ever seen, blond curls, blue eyes, little pug nose. Caitlyn smiled all the time. I told Jake she was going to be a man-killer when she grew up. He’d have to watch her every minute once she hit high school. He was crazy about that kid. When Sarah took her away, he just about went over the edge. I’m sure he feels even worse now, knowing that Caitlyn is in danger from whoever is after Sarah."


  “I can’t imagine my friend putting her child in danger on purpose,” Catherine said. “Jessica loved babies. She couldn’t wait to grow up and be a mom. She wanted so badly to re-create the family that she’d lost. I used to encourage her to think more about a career, a job. She said she didn’t have enough money to pay for college, which I know was true, but I think she could have found a way if she really wanted it. She just didn’t see her future in academics, and she didn’t want to waste her time there. I couldn’t blame her. I went to art school. I made painting a priority over finding a job that would pay me a lot of money."


  “Going to school would have been too much work. Sarah liked shortcuts."


  Catherine shook her head. “Jessica learned early on that life can change in a heartbeat. There’s no point in wasting time doing something you don’t love. You have to live for the moment."


  Dylan leaned forward, clasping his hands together. “I don’t know if we’re talking about the same person, but I’ll tell you this: Sarah isn’t living; she’s hiding. I talked to my brother earlier today. Since Sarah left him, she’s been living in a run-down apartment working as a night janitor. Does that sound like someone who’s grabbing hold of life? She walked out on Jake, who makes a good living as an architect. They were building a house together, for God’s sake. Jake was willing to give Sarah anything she wanted, and still she left. It’s pointless to even try to please a woman, because it’s impossible."


  Catherine tilted her head. “That last bit sounds like a personal statement."


  “Just calling it like I see it."


  “You must not have met the right woman."


  “Oh, believe me, I’ve met a lot of women."


  “I’m not talking about one-night stands. I’m talking about personal relationships where you actually learn each other’s last names."


  “Hey, I’ve gotten plenty of last names."


  “But I’m betting not much more than that."


  “We’re not talking about me,” he returned.


  “You don’t like to talk about you. It’s always about other people. Is that why you became a journalist -- so you could ask the questions?"


  He didn’t care much for her assessment, even though it was close to the mark. “Let’s get back to your friend Jessica."


  “I don’t know why Jessica or Sarah, if they’re the same person, left your brother the way she did, but I am sure of this -- Jessica knows how to survive. She had to learn early how to protect herself, because once her parents died, once she went into the system, she was on her own. If you want to survive in foster care, you have to figure out how to fit in. You have to be a chameleon. You have to be good at reading people, predicting who’s going to be a danger to you. You have to learn how to hide, how to run, and how to find help. Just because someone puts you in a house with a roof over your head doesn’t mean you’re in a good home. The monsters aren’t always in the closet or under the bed. Sometimes they’re right in front of you, only everyone thinks they’re the good guys."


  Catherine spoke as if she had had firsthand experience with those monsters. Dark shadows filled her eyes, and he could hear the edge of bitterness in her voice. He wondered if her sinister paintings were an expression of the blackness in her soul. The question came out before he could stop it: “Is that why you paint monsters?"


  She caught her breath, and for a moment he didn’t think she would answer.


  “Yes,” she said finally. “I’m afraid if I don’t let them out, they’ll swallow me whole."


  The fear in her voice forged a connection between them. He’d faced a few monsters in his own time, and he knew what it felt like to be afraid, to feel young and powerless. But he wasn’t that scared kid anymore. He could take down any monster that came his way. Apparently Catherine didn’t feel quite so confident. He felt an odd urge to reach out to her, to offer his protection, but that was crazy. He didn’t know what she was involved in. Hell, she could be as messed-up as Sarah.


  He sat back in his chair, realizing they’d gotten off-track. And since Catherine was now working on biting one nail down to the quick, he suspected she was just as interested in changing the subject as he was. He was surprised when she glanced up at him, catching him in midstare.


  “You bite your nails,” he said, feeling somewhat stupid at the observation.


  She pulled her hand away from her mouth. “Bad habit. Do you have any?"


  “None that I intend to share,” he said lightly.


  She offered him a small smile, breaking the tension between them. “I’ve been thinking about what you said before, that you can’t understand how Sarah could have taken her child with her when she ran away from your brother, but it makes sense to me if Sarah is Jessica. There is no way on this earth that Jessica would leave a child of hers behind. She wouldn’t abandon her daughter, no matter what the stakes. She grew up without a mother; she wouldn’t want that for her child."


  “What about growing up without a father? Isn’t that just as bad?"


  “That depends on the father."


  “Jake is a good guy. The best. He loves his kid beyond belief.” He paused. “There’s nothing you can say that could justify what Sarah did."


  “I didn’t say that she was right. I just said I understand why she did it.” She gave him a thoughtful look. “What was your family like? Did you have the perfect childhood?"


  “Not even close. My father was a shithead. My mother was gone. And Jake was the only one who kept me sane. He knows what it’s like to grow up in a bad family. He wouldn’t want his baby to grow up without him either. Sarah doesn’t have a monopoly on that kind of fear. And Sarah didn’t give Jake a chance to help her. He would have walked through fire for her."


  “Really? I’ve never met a man who would do that for a woman."


  For some reason her cynical statement unsettled him. He had the insane desire to want to prove to her that he was just such a man. But Catherine was already talking again.


  “Jessica wouldn’t have expected your brother to help her,” Catherine continued.


  “She should have. She was with him for almost two years. If she couldn’t figure out what kind of a man he was by then, I don’t know what else he could have done. But let’s move on. Jake told me that they found numerous fake IDs and birth certificates in Sarah’s apartment in LA. She had to have gotten those from someone. Do you have any idea who could have done that kind of work for her?"


  Catherine didn’t answer right away, and he felt a stirring of excitement in his gut. She knew something.


  “If you know, you have to tell me,” he said.


  “There was a boy when we were growing up,” she said slowly. “His name was Andy Hart -- he could come up with any ID you wanted. He was a computer-hacker genius and had a lot of other not-so-legal talents, even when he was just a teenager."


  “Andy Hart,” Dylan repeated. “Any idea where he’d be now?"


  “Probably somewhere in Southern California, but I have no idea. That’s where he was when I knew him, but it was a dozen years ago."


  “We need to find him."


  “How?"


  “Well, barring a very convenient psychic vision on your part, I’m guessing the Internet. My laptop is in the car. Mind if I work here?"


  “Would it matter if I did? And if you continue to mock my visions, I won’t tell you what I saw about you."


  He didn’t like the odd light in her eyes. “You didn’t see anything about me."


  “Didn’t I?"


  Catherine’s gaze didn’t waver as she stared back at him, and he felt an odd sense of uneasiness. Still, he ignored it. This wasn’t about him; it was about Jake and Caitlyn. Their future was the only one he was interested in at the moment. At least, that was what he told himself as he dashed outside to retrieve his computer.


  * * *


  Jake walked back and forth on the sidewalk next to his car, scanning the area for Sarah or the guy who had jumped them. Another fire truck had just arrived, and the firemen were working hard to contain the fire. Had the fire been set deliberately to lure them out of the building? Or had it also served another purpose, a way to destroy anything and everything in Sarah’s apartment?


  There hadn’t been anything there, he told himself -- nothing except those fake IDs, and those couldn’t be valuable. Had they missed something? Was it not just that someone wanted Sarah dead but rather that they wanted something from her?


  No, that didn’t make sense. If she had something they wanted, they wouldn’t have tried to kill her; they would have tried to kidnap her or ransack her apartment while she was out of town. Certainly the other attempts on her life had been solely about getting rid of her. It was more logical to think that the fire had just been a distraction to lure them into the open. And it had worked. Fortunately, they’d managed to evade getting shot, but what was he going to do now?


  He’d lost Sarah and he still didn’t have Caitlyn. He was right back where he’d started. It was his fault. He’d told Sarah to run, and she’d done just that. She could have hopped on a bus, taken a cab. She could be anywhere now.


  A kid on a skateboard came down the street, stopping in front of him, his attention on the fire. “Whoa, dude. That’s cool."


  Trust a teenager to think a fire destroying the homes of a dozen people was cool.


  “Your name Jake?” the kid asked.


  “Yes,” he said, surprised and wary.


  “Some chick told me to give you this,” the kid said, handing him a piece of paper. He then got on his skateboard and headed closer to the fire action.


  Looking around to be sure no one was watching, Jake unfolded the paper and saw only a few words -- Barney’s Ice-cream Parlor, Fourth and Beach Street. The message had to be from Sarah.


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  Jake got into his car, started the engine, and made a quick U-turn. He headed down the block. They’d come in on Beach Street, just a few blocks away. He checked his rearview mirror every few seconds, hoping he wasn’t leading anyone straight to Sarah. With any luck the guy who’d ambushed them had already taken off. Jake wished to God he’d had time to force the guy to say why he was after Sarah, or who he was working for. That would have to wait for another day. At this point he had no reason to doubt that there would be another time. The attacks on Sarah were relentless. No one was giving up. How long would they be able to fend them off?


  Jake parked his car in the small lot next to the ice-cream parlor and made his way into the store. It was filled with kids and families, and in the very back corner at a small table sat Sarah. As soon as she saw him, Sarah jumped to her feet and ran over to him. “Are you all right? You’re bleeding. I was so worried about you. I was so afraid you wouldn’t make it...” Her voice trailed away, as if she couldn’t finish the terrifying thought in her head. She searched his face with anxious eyes. “You’re hurt."


  “I’m fine,” he said. “The firemen arrived just in time."


  “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the hospital?"


  “Positive. I’m just glad you found a way to tell me where you were."


  “I sent that kid with the note to look for you, but I wasn’t sure he would be able to find you in the crowd. I didn’t even know if you had made it out of the building. I shouldn’t have left you there. I should have stayed."


  “No, you did the right thing,” he told her, leading her back to the table. “I wanted you to go."


  Sarah shook her head in self-loathing. “I took the easy way out. You could have been killed."


  “If you hadn’t gone, we might both be dead, and then where would Caitlyn be?"


  She didn’t look convinced. “When I left the building, I saw the fire truck coming. I hoped they would be able to save you, since I couldn’t. Then I thought I should get away, but I didn’t want to go too far."


  “You did everything right. You picked a crowded place with lots of people, and a seat at the back where you could see whoever came in the door.” He wasn’t surprised she’d known what to do. Her self-protective instincts were finely tuned. “This is what you do, Sarah -- you hide; you protect yourself."


  “What happened to that man? Did you... did you kill him?"


  “I wish,” he muttered. “We were wrestling for the gun when the firemen came in. The guy bolted. The firemen forced me out of the building. I never saw him again after that."


  “So he’s still free, still out there somewhere?"


  “Yes.” He met her gaze. “And I don’t think he’s finished with you yet."


  “I don’t think so either. Did you get a better look at him?"


  “It was difficult to see anything, but I suspect it’s the same guy. My instincts tell me that he’s just the front man. He didn’t talk to you like he knew you. He didn’t use your name. He didn’t give you any idea why he wanted you dead."


  “That’s true."


  “You pissed someone off, Sarah. Someone has been tracking you for years. And I suspect that guy was sent to take care of you.” He cleared his throat and then winced at the pain.


  “I’ll get you some water.” Sarah retrieved an empty cup from the guy behind the counter and then walked over to the drinking fountain.


  When she returned, he took the drink out of her hand and drained it in one long, soothing swallow. Sarah watched him with concern in her eyes. He’d seen that look on her face a few times when they’d been together, but always when she’d been worried about Caitlyn -- the first time Caitlyn got the croup, then when she got the flu and ran a high fever.


  They’d stayed up all night together, taking turns rocking Caitlyn, putting cool towels on her forehead, giving her sponge baths. Sarah had been distraught with fear that something bad would happen to her daughter. And he had tried to reassure her, but the truth was that he’d been just as scared. Finally the fever had broken, and Caitlyn had bounced back in record time. He thought it had probably taken Sarah longer to get over that illness.


  Now she was looking at him with the same fear, as if she were afraid for him. He’d thought she’d completely stopped caring what the hell happened to him when she’d walked out on him. Could he trust the expression on her face now?


  Sarah pulled a napkin out of the dispenser and leaned forward. “Do you mind if I get some of that blood off you?"


  Before he could reply, she gently touched his forehead and cheek with the napkin. Her moves were unbelievably gentle and tender. He closed his eyes for a moment. She was so close to him he could feel her breath on his face, the brush of her breasts against his arm, the scent of lavender lotion on her skin. He was taken back in time to another place, when he’d watched her rub that sweet-smelling cream onto her skin before she came to bed. It had taken months to get that scent out of his head. Her scent. Her taste. Her touch. It was painful as hell.


  He grabbed her arm and opened his eyes. “It’s okay,” he said.


  She looked at him for a long, long moment, a myriad of emotions flitting through her eyes, and then she finally sat back in her chair.


  He let out a breath of relief.


  “That cut doesn’t look too deep, but you might need a stitch,” she said quietly.


  “It’s fine."


  “You don’t always have to be the tough guy."


  “Yeah, I do."


  She gave him a half smile. “Then you’ll be happy to know you’re developing a black eye."


  “I guess we’ll be twins,” he said.


  Her smile broadened, the tension of the last few hours finding a release in his small joke. “I guess we will.” She paused, her expression growing serious again. “How bad was the fire when you left?"


  “Bad. I don’t know what they’ll be able to salvage."


  “I feel terrible for everyone who lived there. It’s my fault. That fire was set deliberately to get to me."


  He couldn’t deny the obvious. “He got tired of waiting for us to come out, and he wanted the advantage. I guess we don’t have to worry about Amanda’s door anymore."


  “She could lose everything in that fire."


  “But not her life,” Jake said. “At least we know she wasn’t inside her apartment."


  “Thank God for that.” She fell silent for a moment. “I want to say thank you, Jake."


  “There’s no need."


  “Yes, there is. You stood in front of me and faced that gun, and then you jumped that guy without any regard for your own life. You could have been killed.” Her gaze sought his. “Why? Why did you do that? You hate me. Why would you try to protect me?"


  “You’re the mother of my child. I need you to find Caitlyn,” he said, but he knew that wasn’t the whole truth. The need to protect Sarah ran deep within him. He hadn’t been thinking at all when he’d stepped in front of her. It had been pure instinct.


  “Well, I’m still grateful."


  “Why didn’t you keep running? You’ve got money. You could have left me."


  “I couldn’t just leave you like that."


  “You did before,” he said pointedly.


  “Well, I couldn’t now. You see --”


  He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Don’t -- don’t say anything else.” He suddenly felt as if this conversation were more dangerous than the gun he’d faced earlier.


  Sarah tilted her head to one side. “I never did -- did I? Say anything else."


  “What does that mean?"


  “You said before that we didn’t argue; we didn’t fight; we didn’t disagree on anything. That seems odd to me. Who’s like that? Don’t most people disagree on something? Don’t most couples argue, even if it’s only over who’s going to take out the trash or do the dishes?"


  He frowned, not liking the fact that she was picking up on something he’d failed to see for almost two years. “Obviously you didn’t want to rock the boat."


  “Nor did you,” she pointed out “Did we each do everything the other wanted?"


  “You more than me,” he admitted. “At the time I thought you were perfect."


  “I guess I’m not perfect anymore."


  No, she wasn’t close to perfect now, not at all the ideal woman he’d come to believe he was involved with. Now she was a mess of complicated emotions and behaviors. But for some bizarre reason, he was actually starting to like this version of Sarah. Despite the fact that someone had tried to kill her again, she was already back on her feet, ready to get down to business, not nearly as shaken by the events of the past hour as he would have expected her to be. Maybe he’d never given her enough credit for her quiet strength. She’d so often let him take the lead in their life together. He hadn’t realized until she’d left how little he knew of her own opinions. He’d seen their relationship purely from his own point of view, never stopping to consider that he was doing more talking than listening.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” Sarah asked.


  “I’m trying to figure you out."


  “Are you having any luck?"


  “Not much,” he admitted. “Knowing how you’ve lived these past seven months makes me realize how strong and independent you are. You hid yourself away from danger, found a place to live, a job where you could take Caitlyn, a way to make enough money to survive. I don’t think I saw your strength before."


  Sarah clasped her hands together on the top of the table. She gazed into his eyes “I do feel like I’m a survivor, as if I’ve been doing just that for a very long time. Maybe I didn’t seem strong when I was with you because I didn’t need to be. You took care of me, didn’t you? Just the way you did on the stairs earlier. You have protective instincts."


  “I tried to take care of you, but obviously you didn’t trust me enough to tell me what kind of trouble you were in. You should have trusted me, Sarah. You should have given me a chance to fix things."


  “I don’t know why I didn’t. I know it makes no difference to you, but I trust you now. That’s why I didn’t keep running this time, Jake, because we’re in this together now. While I can’t change the past, I can at least do the right thing from here on out."


  He saw nothing but sincerity in her eyes. He wanted to trust her again, but what she couldn’t remember he could, and those painful, unending days still burned bright in his memory. “Are you ready to go? I think it’s better if we keep moving."


  She gave a nod. “While I was waiting for you I looked in the phone book for the address of the place where I worked -- Gold Star Cleaners. They’re on Fifth and Harrison. I asked the guy behind the counter, and he gave me directions. We can go there now if you want."


  “Might as well. We certainly can’t return to your apartment."


  She swung the duffel bag strap over her shoulder and followed him out to the car. They stuck close together as they entered the parking lot. The weather was changing, the sun vanishing behind thick, dark clouds. There was an ominous feeling to the early evening air that only heightened his tension. Once inside the car, Jake flipped the locks. He had just started the engine when his phone rang. He saw his brother’s number on the screen. “It’s Dylan,” he said to Sarah as he answered the phone. “What’s up?"


  “There’s a huge storm hitting the coast up here, so Catherine and I aren’t going to make it down there tonight. I’m sorry, dude. I can’t get her on the road. She thinks it’s too dangerous to make the drive until morning."


  Jake wasn’t happy to hear that. He’d been hoping that the woman Dylan was talking to might jog Sarah’s memory. “Have you found out anything else?"


  “A couple of things. Catherine gave me a lead on a kid they knew in foster care who worked the backside of the law manufacturing fake IDs when he was in high school. His name is Andy Hart, and I’m on the Internet now trying to find him. I also dug a little deeper and found an address for Sarah’s former social worker, Eleanor Murphy. According to Catherine, Eleanor was a kind woman who tried to keep in touch with the kids she followed. There’s a slim chance Sarah might have contacted her if she was in trouble."


  Jake felt a rush of excitement at the news. “Great. Where does she live?"


  “Manhattan Beach, not too far from where you are now, I believe, which could be a coincidence or the reason why Sarah moved to Santa Monica."


  Jake grabbed a pen from the console between the seats and wrote down the address Dylan rattled off.


  “There was also another friend of Sarah’s -- or Jessica’s -- who was with her in Chicago about a month before she disappeared -- Teresa Meyers. So far I haven’t found her, but I’m still looking. What’s up with you?"


  “There was another attempt on Sarah’s life. A fire was set at her apartment building. A guy was waiting for us in the stairwell. We got into a fight. I got the gun away, but he escaped when the firemen came into the building. So he’s still out there."


  “Shit!” Dylan swore. “Where are you now? Are you both all right?"


  “We’re in the car, and yes, we’re fine."


  “I should get down there."


  The last thing Jake wanted to do was drag his brother any further into this mess. “No, you’re more helpful staying with Catherine, researching on the Net. That’s what I need from you right now."


  “I can do that down there."


  “The morning is fine. We’ll meet then. Is there anything else?"


  “The tiger tattoo. I found some gangs, including the Russian Mafia, who use tiger tattoos as their symbol of affiliation. There could be more than one person after Sarah. And they could be very dangerous."


  Dylan’s words only confirmed Jake’s suspicions that there were some powerful people who wanted Sarah dead. And he was the only one standing between her and them -- whoever they were. “Thanks. I’ll talk to you soon."


  Sarah felt a growing sense of unease as Jake finished his conversation with his brother. She could hear bits and pieces about someone named Jessica.


  Jessica. The name sounded familiar, and with the familiarity came a deep sense of loss.


  “Sarah?"


  Jake’s voice intruded on her thoughts. She blinked and looked up at him. He was watching her again with those penetrating green eyes of his that made her feel like he could see right through her. Only he couldn’t. No one could. Not even she knew what was in her own head.


  “What did Dylan find out?” she asked.


  “He gave me some names of possible people from your past: Andy Hart and Teresa Meyers, two kids you may have lived with in foster care. And Eleanor Murphy, who was apparently your social worker."


  She took in what he was telling her like a dry sponge absorbing every bit of water. It seemed that Dylan was piecing together a past for her, foster care, friends. Jake seemed to think his brother was on the right track -- so why didn’t the names mean anything to her?


  “Nothing, huh?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure."


  “Sarah, I know you’re scared to remember, but you have to try."


  “I think I must be a terrible coward,” she murmured.


  “That word doesn’t describe you at all. Maybe you’ve just reached your limit on fear. The blow you took to the head sent your memories into hibernation, and that’s where they want to stay. But we have to drag them out, Sarah. Because of Caitlyn."


  “I know. I need to embrace the facts you just gave me and try to believe them. Try to make them work for me. I’m someone named Jessica who grew up in foster care after my parents died. And these people, Catherine, Teresa, and Andy, were my friends.” Maybe if she kept saying their names, she’d remember them. “What else?"


  “There are some gangs who use tiger tattoos as a sign of their affiliation. Some can be traced back to the Russian Mafia."


  “The Mafia?” she echoed. How could she be involved with the Russian Mafia? It seemed unbelievable, and yet there was something about his statement that made her nerves tingle and her chest tighten. She felt a rush of panic as she struggled to breathe. She pressed the button to roll down the window, but her window was locked. “Please, Jake, I need some air."


  Jake rolled down her window, watching as she drew in some much-needed gulps. Her pulse steadied, but it was still beating fast.


  “Better?” he asked.


  “Yes."


  “Good. We must be coming close to the truth, because you’re getting more scared."


  “Yeah, I can’t wait to see what happens next,” she said, trying to make light of her terrifying fear. She felt as if she were standing on the edge of a cliff. One false step and she’d plummet to her death.


  “What comes next is that we get Caitlyn back,” he said.


  She wished she could share his confidence, but she couldn’t beat down the feeling that things were going to get worse before they got better. “What do we do now? Go to where I worked?"


  “I think we should first talk to the social worker, Eleanor Murphy. Apparently she doesn’t live too far from here. Maybe seeing someone from your past, if you are Jessica, will jog something loose."


  * * *


  Eleanor Murphy lived in a quiet, modest neighborhood of single story ranch-style homes that butted up against a busy LA freeway. An old blue sedan sat in the driveway. The lawn was badly in need of cutting, and three newspapers rested against the front door.


  “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Sarah said, noting the closed blinds.


  Jake rang the bell. He waited half a minute, then rang it again.


  “Jake, look,” Sarah said, her gaze catching on a broken window at the corner of the house. Shattered glass lay on the ground. A piece of plywood covered where the window had been. Her nerves tightened. Something was wrong. She backed down the stairs, her hand to her mouth, feeling as if she were going to be sick.


  “Sarah, what are you doing?"


  “Leaving. We need to leave."


  “Why?"


  Sarah was in such a panic to get away, she stumbled on the cement path. As she stared down at the jagged crack, her mind fled back to the past.


  Her pink shoelaces were untied. She wanted to stop and tie them, but someone had hold of her hand and was pulling her toward the driveway.


  “It will be all right, Jessica. The next house will be better. You’ll see."


  “Can’t I just stay with you?” she pleaded. She didn’t want to get into the car. She didn’t want to meet another family. She wanted to go back inside the house, where it was warm and cozy and smelled like chocolate-chip cookies. She wanted to sleep in the big leather armchair with Mrs. Murphy’s cat, Whiskers, on her lap. “I’ll be good,” she said. “I promise. I won’t be any trouble. You won’t even know I’m there. I can be really quiet."


  Mrs. Murphy stopped and squatted down next to her. She had the warmest brown eyes Jessica had ever seen.


  And crinkly lines around her eyes and her mouth, especially when she smiled. But she wasn’t smiling now. She looked sad, too.


  “I’m sorry, honey, but it’s against the rules for me to keep you. It’s my job to find you a good home. The Garrisons are a wonderful family, and they have a few other foster children. You’ll have brothers and sisters and a mother and a father. That’s more than I could give you, sweetie. It won’t be like the last place.” She stroked Jessica’s hair. “I wish I could keep you. But I will always, always be here if you ever have a problem. You have my phone number, and you know my address, right?"


  Jessica slowly nodded, her eyes filling with tears. She wasn’t supposed to cry, but she couldn’t help it. “I’m scared."


  “Trust me."


  “Sarah.” Jake took hold of her arm and gave her a little shake.


  She stared up at him, still lost in the past. “I’m her,” she said.


  “Who?"


  “Jessica.”


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  


  “I was here when I was a little girl. My name was Jessica then.” Sarah swallowed hard at the realization. She waited for her memories to come flooding back now that she knew her name, her past, but where was the rest? “That’s all I know,” she said in amazement. “Why don’t I remember everything?"


  Jake’s eyes filled with disappointment and frustration, and he bit down on his bottom lip, probably to stop himself from swearing at her. She didn’t blame him for his anger. She wanted her memory back now.


  “Okay. You said you were here. Why?” he asked.


  “I stayed here in between foster homes. Mrs. Murphy was taking me to another house, and I didn’t want to go, but she said I’d be safe and that if I ever had a problem I could come to her. I felt like I cared a lot about her."


  “Maybe you did come to her. Maybe you came here when you ran away from me."


  “Do you think so? My memory was from so long ago. I was a child."


  Jake looked back the house. “We need to get inside."


  “We can’t break into her house."


  “Someone did,” he said, tipping his head toward the broken window.


  “It was probably just a baseball or something."


  “Maybe there’s a back door. Or a hiding place for a key.” He put his hands on his hips as he stepped back and surveyed the porch.


  Her heart skipped a beat. “What did you say?"


  “A hiding place for a key,” he repeated.


  She swallowed hard, something tugging at her memory. “Third flowerpot on the right,” she said.


  Jake moved down the steps and glanced at the flowerpots lined up along the front path.


  “In the dirt,” she said, “not underneath the pot."


  He dug his hands into the dirt and pulled out a key. “Good job, Sarah."


  “I don’t know how I knew that."


  “Doesn’t matter. We’re going in."


  “It still feels wrong. This is someone else’s home, and maybe someone I haven’t seen since I was a child."


  “She told you where you could always find a key. I don’t think she’ll get angry if you’re here."


  Jake slid the key into the lock and opened the door. Sarah felt another wave of fear wash over her. Was her uneasiness coming from the past or the sense that something was wrong with this little house and the broken window?


  She stepped into the living room and paused, staring around at the comfortable furnishings. There was a big brown leather chair in the corner with a rumpled afghan on the seat, just like the chair in her memory. She wandered over to the fireplace mantel. There were dozens of photographs, all children. Her gaze caught on one in particular, three girls, one blonde, one redhead, one brunette. They were sitting on a merry-go-round at a park. Across the bottom of the photo were scrawled two words: My girls.


  Her heart stopped and she picked up the photo and pressed it to her heart. She knew those girls -- what were their names? “Catherine and Teresa,” she said, looking at the picture again. “And that’s me in the middle."


  Jake moved across the room to join her. He took the photo from her hand. “You must be about eleven or twelve. What else do you know?"


  His eyes were encouraging, supportive, but her memory was seeping in slowly, uncertainly. “We lived together at the Garrisons’. Catherine was the oldest. She took care of me. She’s the redhead. Teresa was a tomboy. We were all really different, but we had one thing in common: We were alone in the world, except for one another.” She let out a sigh. “Mrs. Murphy was kind, caring. She tried really hard to make things right."


  Sarah stopped talking to gaze around the room. “I wonder where she is. Something is wrong.” She shook her head as new details in the room jumped out at her: the coffee mug with the red lipstick stain on the table in front of the couch, the half-eaten bagel on the plate next to it. “Mrs. Murphy never left food out."


  She picked up the plate and mug and headed toward the kitchen, following her instincts. But as she pushed open the kitchen door, she stopped dead in her tracks. On the floor was a large dark red stain that looked like... The mug fell from her hand. “Oh, my God!”


  Jake pushed past her. He knelt down next to the stain, then stared up at her. “It’s blood."


  She put a hand to her chest in horror. “Something happened to Mrs. Murphy."


  “Do you know that, Sarah, or are you guessing?"


  “I... I’m not sure."


  Jake got up and walked over to the counter. “Goddammit!” He held up a small bib with the word Angel written across the front. “This is Caitlyn’s."


  Images snapped through her mind like the photos from a camera.


  She saw herself handing a bottle to Caitlyn. Mrs. Murphy was stirring something at the stove. She wanted to stay, but she knew she couldn’t bring danger to the woman who had been like a mother to her. She was going to get herself an apartment, a place to stay.


  “You were here,” Jake said. “Caitlyn was here in this house. When?” His eyes were wild as he came back to her. Is this where you brought Caitlyn on Wednesday? Is this where you ran? Is that Caitlyn’s...” He choked on his words as he stared back down at the dark red stain on the tile floor.


  “No, Jake, that’s not Caitlyn’s blood,” Sarah said. “It can’t be."


  “But you don’t know, do you?” He thrust the bib under her nose. “Take it. Smell it. Try to remember."


  She took the bib from his hand, her fingers curling around the material.


  She tied the bib around Caitlyn’s neck. Caitlyn was throwing Cheerios on the floor -- the floor, the otherwise clean floor.


  “The blood wasn’t there when I was here. I know it wasn’t.” She froze as a third voice suddenly came from behind her.


  “You remembered,” Amanda said.


  “What are you doing here?” Sarah whirled around in surprise.


  Amanda had on a navy blue Nike sweat suit and tennis shoes. A large ring of keys hung from one hand. “I went home and found the apartment building on fire. The firemen told me it looked like arson, and you were nowhere to be found. I thought you might come here once you got your memory back."


  “It’s not all the way back,” Sarah said. “Jake’s brother tracked my past to foster care and Mrs. Murphy. So I came here to find out if she knew who I was."


  “So you still don’t remember?"


  “Just bits and pieces of being here when I was a child."


  “Where is she?’ Jake asked Amanda. “Where’s Mrs. Murphy?"


  “In the hospital. Someone broke into her house on Monday night. She’s been in a coma ever since."


  Sarah stared at Amanda, realizing her neighbor had not been honest with them earlier. “You lied to me before. You said we’d met when I moved into the building, and you didn’t know anything about me, but if that’s the case, how do you know Mrs. Murphy?"


  Amanda hesitated, an odd light flickering in her eyes. “That wasn’t a lie. We did meet when you moved into the building, but Mrs. Murphy knew about the apartment because of me. I was one of her foster kids, too. She told me that you needed a place to stay and someone to be a friend. She introduced you as Samantha Blake, although I guess that wasn’t your real name."


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Sarah demanded. “My daughter is missing, and you withheld information -- why?"


  “Because of your amnesia, and because of him,” Amanda said, nodding in Jake’s direction. “I don’t trust him, and I don’t think you should either."


  “Where is my daughter?” Jake asked, steely determination in his voice. “You know, don’t you?"


  “You have to tell us,” Sarah added quickly. “Caitlyn is in danger."


  “You said you had to hide Katie away. That’s all you told me."


  “Where is Mrs. Murphy?” Jake interrupted.


  “St. Francis Hospital -- it’s a few miles from here, on Russell Street off the Coast Highway. She was beaten up pretty bad, and the doctors don’t know if she’ll recover."


  “Why would someone do that to such a sweet woman?” Sarah asked.


  “The cops don’t know -- maybe a robbery. This area has been going downhill. Lots of drugs. Someone might have thought they could get some quick cash out of Mrs. Murphy."


  Sarah’s heart went out to the gentle woman in her memory, but she didn’t believe for a second that this was a random robbery. “This had to do with me,” she muttered. “The timing is too coincidental. Mrs. Murphy knew where I was. Maybe that’s how the guy in the elevator found me. Are you sure you’ve told me everything?” Sarah asked Amanda. “We called your work earlier and they said you didn’t have any classes today."


  “It was at a different gym from where I usually work,” Amanda said. “Teaching aerobics isn’t exactly a full-time job; I pick up classes all over the place. I was later getting back than I thought I would be.” She paused. “I still can’t believe someone set fire to the building. Everything I owned is gone. I have nothing but the clothes I had in my car and at the gym."


  “I’m so sorry,” Sarah said. “I’m sure the fire was set to get me out of the building."


  “You must be in a hell of a lot of trouble,” Amanda said. “But at least you escaped. Everything else can be replaced. I’m used to starting over. I can do it again. Where are you going now? Can I help?"


  Sarah glanced at Jake. His gaze was fixed on Amanda, suspicion in his eyes. He didn’t believe her. Why not?


  “We’re not sure,” Jake said, answering for her. “What about you?"


  “The Red Cross is offering temporary shelter. I’ll probably check that out. Why don’t you come with me?” Amanda suggested. “Let your ex hang on his own for a while, just in case he’s not who you think he is."


  “I can’t do that,” Sarah said, not sure why Amanda was trying to get her on her own. The fact that Amanda had lied to her once concerned her. “Let me make sure I have your cell phone number in case I need to reach you."


  “I’ll put it in my phone,” Jake said as Amanda gave him her number. “And why don’t you take mine as well in case you think of anything else that might help us find Caitlyn.” He recited his number for her.


  Amanda turned to leave. “Stay safe, Samantha."


  “I’m going to try."


  Sarah waited until she heard the front door of the house close before she spoke. “What do you think?"


  “That Amanda was hiding something,” he said. “None of her emotions ring true."


  “I agree. Her apartment just went up in smoke, and she didn’t seem all that concerned."


  “She knew Mrs. Murphy but wasn’t that upset about what had happened to her."


  “Maybe she’s just had time to come to terms with it,” Sarah said, not sure what they were both trying to get at. Obviously Amanda had rubbed them the wrong way.


  “She had an explanation for everything, but no real answers,” Jake said. He put his hands on his hips and let out a sigh. “I certainly wasn’t expecting her to show up here. Let’s take a look around. If you came here with Caitlyn, maybe you left some other clue behind as to where you were going next."


  They walked back into the living room. Sarah stood in the middle of the room. Her gaze moved to a music box on the end table by the window. The lid was up. She crossed the room, knowing what she was going to find. “It’s empty,” she murmured.


  “What was in it?” Jake asked


  “Money. Mrs. Murphy always kept cash under the fake bottom. It was for emergencies -- for her kids.” Sarah looked at Jake. “This wasn’t open when we first got here."


  “Maybe that’s why Amanda came."


  “You’re right. She wasn’t looking for me; she was looking for cash. Let’s go to the hospital. I want to see Mrs. Murphy."


  * * *


  An hour later Sarah walked into a room on the third floor of St. Francis Hospital. Eleanor Murphy was lying on her back in a bed by the window. Her brown hair was streaked with gray. Her eyes were closed, but her lids were purple with the same bruises that filled the space across her cheekbones. Her skin was fair and dotted with freckles. Her arms and legs were immobile. If it weren’t for the faint movement of her chest, Sarah would have thought Mrs. Murphy was already dead.


  It was her fault the woman was in a coma. Someone had wanted to find her, and they’d used Mrs. Murphy to do it. Had they tortured the woman to get the information out of her? It certainly looked like someone had used her face as a punching bag.


  It was suddenly too much for Sarah to take in. She turned into Jake’s embrace, resting her head on his chest, closing her eyes against the pain and guilt sweeping through her.


  Jake put his arms around her body and gave her a reassuring squeeze. He stroked her hair and said, “It’s going to be all right."


  The words echoed those she’d heard over and over again in a lilting Irish brogue.


  “You’re going to be all right, Jessica. You’re going to grow up and have a happy life, and one day you’ll have a family of your own. I can see it now as clearly as I can see you. You just have to have faith, child. The bad times will pass. There’s only good coming your way."


  Tears filled her eyes as Mrs. Murphy’s words rang through her head. The voice was so loud, she turned her head to make sure Mrs. Murphy wasn’t actually speaking to her, but she was as still as she’d been before.


  “She used to take care of me in between houses.


  She’d be the one to pick me up and buy me an ice cream or a hot chocolate, and then we’d go somewhere else. She’d always tell me it was going to be all right. I just had to wait and see.” Sarah paused. “I believed her every time. I couldn’t stop believing. Catherine and Teresa used to tell me that I had to give up making wishes, but I couldn’t stop."


  “Not even when you were an adult,” Jake cut in. “You wished on everything -- birthday candles, stars that were probably airplanes, but what the hell, you wished on them anyway. You were superstitious, too. You couldn’t walk under a ladder, and when a black cat crossed in front of us, I thought you were going to have a heart attack."


  “I remember throwing salt over my shoulder and knocking on wood,” Sarah continued. “Catherine said I was a fool; no one was listening to my wishes or prayers, and it was a waste of time. Teresa said dreams were for suckers, and she wasn’t going to let me be a sucker. The two of them were going to make me into a street kid."


  “Sounds like you’re remembering more and more."


  “I hear their voices now in my head.” She gave him a quick look, hoping he didn’t still think she was holding out on him, but there was no more suspicion in his eyes, just weariness and perhaps a little bit of hope that they were getting close. “But those girls, Mrs. Murphy, they were from a long time ago. I was with you at least two years, and before that I was in Chicago or God knows where. I’m not remembering anything important -- anything that’s going to get us closer to Caitlyn."


  “You’re getting your memory muscles warmed up,” he said.


  “Why are you being nice to me all of a sudden?"


  “Am I? That wasn’t my intention."


  “You just can’t help it. You’re a good guy."


  “You used to think so,” he said roughly, his voice sending a ripple of awareness down her spine.


  She turned away from his gaze, rattled by the sudden spark of attraction between them. She couldn’t let herself get sidetracked. Drawing a deep breath, she focused on the woman in the bed. A moment later she said, “I remember Mrs. Murphy from my past, but not from last week or last month, even though it’s clear I was in her house with Caitlyn at some point, and she obviously helped me get an apartment. I must have kept in touch with her over the years. I wonder why I didn’t mention her to you. I wonder why I kept the foster-care stuff a secret from you."


  “Whatever put you in danger happened before you met me,” Jake said. “You didn’t want anyone to be able to trace your past. Apparently that included me."


  Even though she wasn’t looking at him, she could hear the pain in his voice, and she could feel the anger in the tight muscles of his body, just inches from hers. She knew her memory lapse was driving him crazy, and she suspected patience was not his strong suit, but she had to give him credit for hanging in there.


  “You also knew Mrs. Murphy was hurt before you ran up the coast. Maybe she’s part of the fear that’s keeping your memory away,” he added.


  “I’m trying to face the fear, Jake,” she said, looking back at him. “I keep telling myself that whatever it is, I just need to remember so I can find Caitlyn and protect her. I really wish this had worked."


  “Well, it was worth a shot. I suspect there must be a police report on the break-in. Maybe I’ll give Deputy Manning a call, see if he can find out what happened from the local cops."


  She put a hand on his arm. “I don’t think we should involve the police."


  “Sarah, this is too big for us to figure out. We need some help, and we need to get you protection."


  “Not the police,” she said, sudden terror running through her veins. “They can’t protect me. If you call them, I will find a way to run again. That’s a promise."


  His eyes narrowed. “I won’t let you do that."


  “You can’t watch me twenty-four hours a day."


  “Sarah --"


  “No, Jake. No cops. You’re going to have to trust me on this."


  “That’s asking a lot, after what you did to me."


  “I’m still asking."


  She saw the indecision flicker in his eyes, but finally he nodded. “All right. We’ll play it your way for the time being."


  “Thank you. I guess we can go.” She took a step closer to the bed and covered the older woman’s hand with her own. “Get better, Mrs. Murphy. I need you to be alive.” It was an odd thing to say, she thought, but deep in her heart she knew that this woman was important to her.


  “We need to find a mall or a computer store,” Jake said as they left the hospital. “I want to buy a cheap laptop with Internet access. Then we can do some groundwork. We have more information now, and clues to follow, including Amanda and your other friends."


  “What do you want to find out about Amanda?"


  “I don’t know, but like you I don’t have a good feeling about her. It could be that she’s just a cagey ex-foster kid like you and plays her cards close to her chest, or maybe there’s still something she’s not telling us."


  “You don’t think she has Caitlyn somewhere?"


  “No, I don’t, but I want to make sure she’s the good friend and neighbor you thought she was, and not someone working for the bad guys."


  “Whoever they are,” Sarah said.


  “Whoever they are,” he echoed.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  


  After picking up a laptop at the computer store, they found a small motel and checked into a room on the second floor. Their front door opened onto an exterior hallway with a view of the parking lot. They wouldn’t be caught in another ambush if anyone tried to set fire to this place. Although Sarah sincerely hoped that no one knew where they were. They were miles away from her apartment in a different city, and Jake had taken a circuitous route, making sure that no one was following them. Hopefully they were safe for the moment.


  The room had two queen-size beds and the basic hotel furnishings. Sarah set her duffel bag on one of the beds, suddenly very aware of the fact that she and Jake would be spending the night together. They’d done the same last night, but she’d been in a hospital bed with a guard outside. Now it was just the two of them. She knew why Jake hadn’t requested two rooms. It was safer for them to stick together. Safer in one way anyway... But the night loomed long in front of her.


  When they were running she didn’t have to think about their relationship. There was noise and chaos and clues to distract her. Now there was only silence.


  “What can I do to help?” she asked.


  Jake set the computer box on the table. “Nothing yet. I need to set this up."


  “Maybe I’ll just stretch out for a minute then."


  “Yeah, take a rest."


  She sat down on the bed and kicked off her shoes, then leaned back against the pillows. It felt good to let the tension out of her tight muscles. She closed her eyes, almost afraid to sleep, because her dreams were as scary as her reality, but she had to face her fears. She couldn’t keep running. She simply had to stop and let the terror catch up to her. Then she would deal with it. She would beat it, she told herself firmly. She was a survivor, a scrapper. She knew more about herself now, and while her time in foster care was still hazy and vague, she remembered the nights of loneliness, the uncertainty of the next day, the bad people who wanted to do bad things, and the knowledge that she was taking care of herself from here on out, because there was no one else to do it for her.


  But Jake had wanted to take care of her. He’d told her that he’d asked her to marry him. He was building a house for her. And she had screwed it all up.


  Maybe she was destined to live a rootless, homeless existence. But what about her child? Why had she dragged Caitlyn along with her?


  She knew the answer to that question, and it didn’t come from her head but from her heart -- because she couldn’t bear to leave her child behind. Growing up alone, without any family, she’d finally had someone who shared her blood, who was part of her. She couldn’t give her baby up, not even to Caitlyn’s father.


  Restless, Sarah turned over on her side, putting her hands under her face, trying to stop thinking so much. But with the thought of Jake came a singing rush of blood through her veins. With every passing second she had become more acutely aware of him. She’d seen every side of his personality, from anger and bitterness to kindness and caring. He hated her, but he’d saved her life. Maybe he’d done it for Caitlyn, but he’d done it all the same. He was a good man -- a man who claimed to have loved her.


  She wanted to open her eyes, to call him over, to replay that explosive kiss they’d shared earlier. She couldn’t lie to herself: She wanted Jake. She didn’t know if her feelings came from the past or the present, but with each passing minute she became more acutely aware of every little thing about him: the tenor of his voice, the lingering scent of his aftershave, the strength of his hands when he held her.


  She had to bite back a sigh. She couldn’t let Jake get any closer. They were skating along the edge of a cliff, and the last thing she needed to do was make another mistake. So she squeezed her eyes shut and wrapped her fingers in the pillowcase. Sleep, that was all she was going to do.


  * * *


  Jake was relieved to see that Sarah had fallen asleep. Maybe he could concentrate better now. Since they’d walked into the motel room, his body had gone on high alert. They hadn’t checked into the motel to have sex, and that was definitely the last thing he wanted to do with Sarah... well, maybe not the last thing, but it certainly wouldn’t be the smartest thing. They simply needed a place to spend the night. And there were two beds, thank God. He wouldn’t have to worry about her rubbing her body against his the way she’d done every night of the two years they’d been together. He wouldn’t have to be afraid that he’d wake up with her head on his chest, her arm around his waist, her hair tickling his nose, her scent teasing him into hardness, her legs wrapped around his.


  Dammit. He ran a hand through his hair. He shouldn’t be remembering the good times, the way she couldn’t keep her hands off of him while she slept, as if she had a desperate need to keep him close to her.


  Remember the bad times. Remember the night you came home and Sarah and Caitlyn were gone. Remember the lonely, desperate days when you thought you would never see them again. Remember how much you hate her now.


  Only he didn’t hate her. He didn’t want to admit it, even in his own head, but it was the truth. He cast another quick look at Sarah stretched out on the bed, knowing he’d just made another mistake, because he couldn’t look away now. His senses were fully engaged in the sight of her face, the gorgeous hair that he remembered wrapping around his fingers as he moved inside her body, those breasts, soft, full, begging to be touched. She had curves in all the right places, and he wanted to sink into those curves until he made everything right again. But that wasn’t going to happen, and his desire for her was crazy.


  He was lusting after a woman who had treated him like shit. What the hell was wrong with him? He could get another woman. He could get lots of other women who were nowhere near as complicated and confusing as Sarah.


  Forcing himself to look away, he rolled his neck around on his shoulders. Then he tried to distract himself by setting up the computer. But as each program slowly installed, his thoughts drifted relentlessly back to the woman on the bed.


  He’d told Sarah that he could never forgive her. He’d told her he could never forget what she’d done to him -- that their relationship was over, done, finished. And that was the way it should be, the way he wanted it to be. Some actions were inexcusable. What kind of man would he be if he gave her another chance to hurt him?


  His gaze drifted back to her, and he sighed. In sleep her face was even softer and sweeter. She wasn’t a cold, hard woman, a ruthless, manipulative bitch. She just wasn’t. And the truth was that until the day she’d run away, she’d always given him everything he’d wanted.


  But she had lied, he reminded himself. She’d made up stories about her parents and grandparents. She’d never told him she’d grown up in foster care, that she’d been abandoned, which now appeared to be her true story. Was it shame that had kept her quiet? Was it fear that he wouldn’t want her if he knew the truth? Was that why she’d turned herself into the woman he wanted her to be -- because she’d needed to fit in, to be accepted?


  She’d always worried about what his friends thought. The first time he’d taken her to dinner to meet some of his buddies, she’d been so nervous her hands had been shaking. He’d thought it was incredibly sexy at the time that she would care so much about making a good impression. He should have asked her why it was so important. Not that she would have told him the truth.


  If her past in foster care was her true reality, then she’d grown up alone, lonely. The lack of stability in her life had no doubt created her inner core of insecurity, of which he’d had a few glimpses.


  After Caitlyn was born, Sarah had told him that having a real family again was a dream come true. Yet she hadn’t married him. She’d put him off every time he asked -- why? Had she been afraid the danger would come back?


  He should probably be happy that she hadn’t married him. It would be one more legal tie to dissolve when this was all over. Not that a piece of paper made a difference. Having a child bound them together forever.


  As he considered the time they’d been together, he had to believe there were days, weeks, months, even, when she’d felt safe enough just to be with him. She’d laughed. She’d smiled. There had been times of pure joy. It hadn’t always been serious. However, there had also been guarded moments. Something must have changed. At some point something had occurred to upset the life they had. Sarah had no longer felt safe enough to be in their home, together. If he could put a name or names to the people who wanted to hurt Sarah now, maybe what she had done in the past would all make sense.


  Then what? Should he take her back?


  Could they find Caitlyn and pick up where they left off? How could he do that? It would be impossible to forget what had happened before. How could he ever trust her? How could he ever feel secure in the fact that she wouldn’t run again?


  One thing was for sure: The last thing he needed to do was complicate the situation even further -- which meant he had to keep his distance from Sarah. He had to stop looking at her, stop wanting her.


  She wasn’t the woman he’d loved. He needed to refocus on the deception, the betrayal, the anger, the emotions that had gotten him through the past months.


  But he had barely finished that thought when Sarah began to whimper and squirm on the bed. She was dreaming -- bad dreams.


  Her movements grew more agitated. Her fingers gripped the bedspread as she kicked out her feet at some unknown assailant. Was she remembering the past again? He didn’t know whether to wake her or not. At some point she had to face the demons that her brain wanted to hide from her. Was that point now? Should he let her battle it out?


  “No,” she cried. “Please, no."


  The desperation and fear in Sarah’s voice touched a chord deep within him. He could no more look away or stand by without doing anything to help her than he could stop breathing.


  Within seconds he was on his feet, heading toward the bed -- knowing that every step was taking him closer to an action he shouldn’t take. He told himself he would just wake her up, put a hand on her shoulder, help her out of the nightmare. Then he would back away. He would return to the computer. It would be but a moment.


  “Sarah.” He placed his hand on her shoulder.


  She knocked it away, as if he were trying to hurt her.


  “Wake up,” he ordered.


  Her eyes flew open. She looked terrified, hunted, and she wasn’t seeing him, but someone else. “Don’t hurt me,” she pleaded.


  His heart stopped at the pure terror in her voice. He had to bring her back. This wasn’t the way to get her memories to return.


  “It’s Jake, Sarah. You’re dreaming. It’s all right. You’re safe with me.” He sat down on the bed next to her. He gently pushed the sweaty strands of hair off her forehead. She’d really worked herself up.


  Her breath came quick and fast as recognition returned slowly to her eyes. “Jake,” she whispered, her soft lips gently parted.


  He stared at her mouth for a long time, unable to drag his gaze away. She ran her tongue along the edge of her lips. His body tightened with desire.


  “Jake,” she said again.


  He lifted his gaze to hers. She knew him now -- didn’t she? Wasn’t that awareness glittering in her eyes? Or was it something more -- was it desire? She licked her lips again.


  “Don’t,” he said, his control slipping even further.


  She put up her hand and touched his cheek. The heat from her fingers flooded through his body. He caught her hand and meant to pull it away, but he suddenly couldn’t let go. His fingers entwined with hers, and he pressed her hand against his racing heart.


  “I hate you,” he muttered. “I really hate you."


  “I know,” she said, meeting his gaze.


  Her words released the last bit of his restraint. He crushed her mouth against his. He wanted to punish her for everything she’d put him through. But one taste, one soft yielding of her mouth, and he wanted far more than revenge. He wanted to have her the way he’d had her before. He wanted to touch every inch of her body. He wanted her to feel the heat of their passion as he slid into her body, and he wanted to take back what he’d lost. Most of all, he wanted her to remember him, dammit!


  He wanted her to feel him again, so that when she did remember, she would know what she was losing. She would understand what she’d destroyed. She would know how good it had been. He’d have one more night -- on his terms.


  But as Sarah opened her mouth to his tongue, as his hands roamed across her breasts, his thumbs teasing her nipples into hard points, he stopped thinking entirely and let his body take over.


  Kicking off his shoes, he stretched out on the bed next to her, his mouth leaving hers to trail across her face, her jawline, down the curve of her neck. She closed her eyes. He wanted them open.


  “Look at me,” he commanded. “I want you to know me."


  Her eyes flew open, blue and blazing with a desire that she couldn’t hide. She wanted him, even if she didn’t know why. She wasn’t hiding from him now. Her hands were on his shoulders, and she wasn’t pushing him away. This was actually happening. She wasn’t fighting him. In fact, her hands were sliding around his head as she pulled him back down, as she sought another kiss.


  “If you want to stop,” he said, giving her one last chance, “do it now."


  She didn’t even hesitate. “I don’t want to stop.” She ran her fingers through his hair and smiled. Then she sat up and in one quick, reckless movement pulled her shirt over her head.


  Her bra was a lacy cream color, her full breasts swelling over the cups. Her nipples were tight. Her chest rose up and down with the quickening of her breath. Jake ran his finger along the edge of her bra, dropping down into her cleavage in a teasing gesture that elicited a small groan of pleasure from Sarah. He replaced his finger with his mouth, sliding his tongue along the same tantalizing path. Finally he flicked open the front clasp of her bra, pulling it apart and placed his mouth on her breast.


  He’d almost forgotten how sweet she tasted, how he loved the way her nipples puckered for him, the way her body grew restless with his attention, the way her hips rubbed against his with an impatience that matched his own. He loved the soft cries she let out as he laved one breast and then the other. She was his -- all his -- and she would know him before the night was through.


  He lifted his head, trailing his mouth down her abdomen, feeling her stomach muscles clench as he circled her belly button with his tongue, as his hands played with the waistband of her jeans. Finally he undid the snap, pulling down the zipper, sliding his hands into the hot vee between her legs. She was so wet -- it drove him wild. All thoughts of going slow, of torturing her, were replaced by the desperate need to get inside all that heat.


  In an abrupt movement he lifted his head and sat back. He took off her jeans and underwear with impatient hands. Then he removed his own shirt and pants, wanting to feel nothing but skin between them. The sight of her soft body under his fueled his raging desire. As he touched her intimately, he went in for another kiss.


  Sarah sucked on his tongue, her hands roaming his back, cupping his ass as he settled between her legs. She was as ready for him as he was for her. “Say my name,” he ordered, lifting his head just long enough to look at her.


  There was no cloud of confusion now in her bright blue eyes.


  “Jake.” She pulled him down, wrapping her arms and her legs around him as he thrust into her.


  She was tight and hot, and he’d been abstinent too long. He wanted to make it go on forever. He wanted her to feel him deep within her. He wanted to touch the core of her, open the floodgates to her memory, make her know him. And she seemed to want the same thing.


  There was a reckless, urgent passion burning within her that he didn’t recognize, but certainly liked. Sarah wouldn’t let him slow down, urging him on, harder and deeper until they finally came together in an explosive climax.


  After he caught his breath, he rolled over onto his back, pulling her up next to him, his arm around her body. He wasn’t letting her go yet. The physical and emotional distance that had been between them was gone. He had her back. He could feel it.


  Please, God, let her remember me, he prayed silently, knowing that deep down in his gut he wasn’t at all sure that he had her back.


  * * *


  Sarah could hear Jake’s heart beating beneath her cheek. His skin was still hot to her touch, his breath ragged and rough. Her own body felt deliciously tired and used, her nerves still tingling from every taste, every touch. The mix of anger and passion had made their lovemaking so strong, so powerful. She’d felt Jake’s desire to take her back in every kiss. He was fighting for her and for them and for what had once been perfect. And she was fighting for some memory of it all.


  Closing her eyes, she strained to see some other moment when she and Jake had been in bed together. There must have been hundreds of times when they’d made love during the two years they shared a home. Hadn’t she slept just like this, her leg flung over his, her arm across his waist, her head pillowed by his strong chest?


  Her brain stubbornly refused to go back in time. Why would her mind give her back some memories and not others? But that wasn’t the most important question.


  What was she going to tell Jake when he asked? And he would ask.


  He’d done everything he could to shake the memories loose, to remind her of how good it had been between them. Well, he’d shaken her up, all right, but not in the way he’d intended. Her senses were singing. And her heart was beating in sync with his. She might not remember the actual times they’d been together in the past, but she could feel the love they’d shared, much the same way she felt the love between herself and Caitlyn. The three of them were connected, a bond that couldn’t be broken, even if it couldn’t be remembered.


  But he wouldn’t understand. He would hate her again. And she didn’t want to go back to that place. She needed Jake to be on her side despite everything she’d done to him. It was a lot to ask of the man, probably too much.


  Jake’s arm tightened around her, his fingers slipping into her hair, rubbing the now tightening muscles in her neck. “I can hear you thinking,” he murmured. “And your thoughts are making you tense.” He paused, waiting for her to say something. When she didn’t, he said, “Sarah?"


  She’d expected the questioning note, but she still wasn’t ready for it. “Was it always this good?” she asked. Her words had barely left her mouth when she felt him stiffen and knew she’d already revealed too much. There were a million things she could have said besides that.


  “You don’t remember.” He didn’t make it a question, just a statement of fact and frustration. His hand fell from her neck.


  She lifted her head and gazed into his eyes. “I’m sorry, Jake."


  “The memories aren’t there. I don’t know why I thought they would be."


  She hated causing him more pain. “It was still great."


  “It was sex."


  “It was more than that. You know it was."


  “I don’t know anything.” Moving abruptly, Jake rolled her out of his arms and stood up. He dragged on his jeans and his shirt, seemingly determined to put as much physical space between them as possible. His regret over what had just happened was evident in every tight line in his face.


  “I wanted to remember,” she said quietly, despair overwhelming her as she watched him withdraw from her.


  “Is that why you said yes?” he challenged. “Was it some kind of experiment?"


  She met his gaze and turned the question around. “Is that why you decided to make love to me -- as some kind of experiment?"


  Hands on his hips, he stared at her for a long moment and then shrugged. “Maybe,” he admitted. “Actually, that’s not true, and I’m not going to lie about it. There have been too many lies between us already."


  “Then what is true?” she asked, wrapping the bedspread around her naked body.


  “I wanted you, Sarah. I’ve always wanted you. I can’t seem to get you out of my system. You treated me like shit, and I still want you. How ridiculous is that?"


  “I wanted you, too, in this moment, in the present, regardless of what happened before."


  “It’s easy to say the past doesn’t matter when you don’t remember it. But the memories of you and me together are burned into my brain."


  “Jake --"


  “Don’t say anything. There’s nothing you can say. I’ve got to get out of here.” He grabbed his keys off the table.


  “Where are you going?” she asked in alarm. She wrapped the bedspread around her body as she sat up.


  “I need some air. I need to get out of here. I need to get the hell away from you, Sarah."


  “Jake, this isn’t the time to walk away from me."


  “Do you realize we didn’t use any protection?” He paused by the door. “I could have just made you pregnant again. Unless you’re on the pill?"


  She stared at him, shocked by his words. What a fool she was. She’d been so caught up in the moment, in the desperate need to remember Jake, that she hadn’t even considered protection.


  “Yeah, I didn’t think so,” he said, not giving her a chance to answer. “Don’t worry, Sarah; I’ll be back. You and I aren’t done yet. Although I wish to God we were.”


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  


  “What are you doing here?” Shane Hollis couldn’t believe Victor Pennington and Rick Adams were standing in his motel room, wearing their Armani suits and Ferragamo shoes and sporting their two-hundred-dollar haircuts. They were supposed to be in Chicago, waiting for his call. Their presence could mean only one thing: They were unhappy with his performance. He’d always been the weak link in their group, the scholarship student, the one who didn’t really belong, the one they wouldn’t tolerate at all if he didn’t do their dirty work for them. He felt a trail of sweat slip down his spine under their intense stares.


  Victor was the self-proclaimed leader of their group and had been since college. The son of a Russian actress and the stepson of an American millionaire, he was a mix of raw evil and charming sophistication. Rick Adams was Victor’s right-hand man, another rich kid who boasted more brawn than brain and was built like a tight end. Both men had led charmed lives for a while, graduating from Harvard, running several businesses, making huge amounts of money, and moving more than just art through their gallery. Then all hell had broken loose when the woman Victor was sleeping with betrayed them all -- the woman Shane should have killed long before this.


  Eight months ago Victor and Rick had been in prison. They would be there now if their rich parents hadn’t convinced the parole board to let them go on good behavior. Now they wanted revenge, especially Victor.


  “She’s supposed to be dead,” Rick said. He had an annoying habit of stating the obvious.


  Shane glanced at Victor and saw the rage burning in his dark brown eyes. There was something wrong with Victor. There always had been. He loved a good kill -- more than sex, more than money, more than anything. Not many people knew that about him, but Shane did, because he’d always been the one to carry out his orders.


  “I’m working on it,” Shane said. “I need a little more time."


  “Your time is up,” Victor said.


  “Look, she has someone watching her all the time. It’s not going to be that easy to get to her right now. We might have to back off for a while."


  “I’ve waited eight years to see her die; that’s enough,” Victor said.


  “A few more days, a week -- she’ll let her guard down,” Shane said. “You’ve only been out of the pen a few months -- do you want to go back?"


  “That won’t happen,” Victor said, nothing but confidence in his voice.


  “The police are involved. If something happens to her it won’t be that difficult to trace her back to you -- not me,” Shane added.


  Dark storm clouds gathered in Victor’s eyes. He hated when anyone questioned his actions. Shane should have kept his fucking mouth shut. But it was too late now.


  “Do you think I’m stupid?” Victor asked.


  “Of course not. The truth is, I don’t know where she is right now,” Shane said hastily, trying to defuse the situation. “They slipped away after the fire."


  Victor stared back at him. “And you’re not smart enough to figure out how to get her out in the open?"


  Before he could answer, Rick said, “The kid, dude, that’s the ticket."


  “I don’t know where the kid is."


  “You didn’t know there was a kid,” Victor said angrily. “You should have been more thorough."


  Shane should have known about the kid. He’d traced her to the apartment, but he’d never thought she was living with anyone but herself. “She doesn’t know where the kid is. She has amnesia.” The last thing Shane wanted to do was take out a baby. He’d fallen a long way from the kind of man he thought he’d be, but that was just too damn far. His life was not supposed to go down this way.


  “There are only two people who could have the child,” Victor said. “I now know where both of them live."


  “Do you want to tell me?"


  “Actually, I don’t,” Victor said. “You’re of no use to me anymore. You’ve become a liability. You can’t get the job done, and you know too much."


  Before Shane could move, Rick pulled out his gun.


  “Whoa, what are you doing?” Shane asked, putting up his hands. “We’re friends. We’ve been together a long time; I’ve done everything you wanted."


  “Until now,” Victor said.


  “Let me try again,” Shane said, acutely aware of the barrel of the gun facing him. “We’re partners. We’re fucking partners. Just give me one more chance.” But even as he said the words, he knew it was too late.


  * * *


  While Jake was gone, Sarah got dressed again and straightened the bed. She suspected that any reminder of what had happened between them would not be a good idea. Once that was done, she went to the window and peeked through the curtain. It was dark, but she could see rain streaming down in the glare of the parking lot lights. Another storm. For some reason the rain set her nerves on edge. The last time it had rained she’d almost lost her life.


  Letting the curtain drop back into place, she paced around the small room, restless, frustrated, confused, and worried. She shouldn’t have let Jake go. She should have found a way to make him stay. If only she hadn’t spoken so quickly. Maybe she could have prolonged the inevitable truth, but in the end it would have come out, and she couldn’t change the facts: She couldn’t remember their history together. That fact brought Jake pain each and every time. And the last thing she wanted to do was keep hurting him.


  Wrapping her arms around her waist, she felt chilled. An hour ago she and Jake had been so close she hadn’t known where she ended and he began, but now they were as far apart as they’d ever been, not just physically but emotionally as well. Why couldn’t she remember him? If it had been as good between them as he’d said, why was her brain trying to protect her from those memories? Her mind had already released a bit of her childhood. Why couldn’t she get to the rest of it? What was she afraid of?


  Weary of asking herself questions she couldn’t answer, she sat down on the bed, knowing she wouldn’t be able to relax until Jake returned safe and sound. She couldn’t bear to think of something happening to him. He’d already dodged death at her apartment building. He could have been shot through the heart when he’d stepped in front of her. But he hadn’t been thinking about himself. His first thought had been to protect her. According to him, keeping her alive was the key to finding Caitlyn, but she’d spent enough time with Jake in the past few days to know that his caring instincts also extended to her. Although she couldn’t see how she deserved his care or his protection.


  Reaching over the side of the bed, she grabbed the duffel bag and pulled out Caitlyn’s baby blanket and bear. She ran the satin edges of the blanket through her fingers and closed her eyes. She imagined the crib and pictured Caitlyn’s sweet face. The image brought her warmth and made her smile.


  But then something changed.


  The room was different. There was pink wallpaper with big A-B-C letters. Lacy white curtains fluttered at the windows. Someone came into the room. She turned and saw Jake. He was wearing a suit and tie. On the floor in the doorway was his suitcase.


  He walked over and kissed her, a sweet, tender kiss on the lips.


  “I can’t believe I have to leave my girls for two weeks,” he said. “How will I live without you both?"


  “It will be hard for all of us,” she said, her gaze lingering on his face. For some reason she wanted to memorize his features. She felt as if it were desperately important to do so. People always disappeared from her life. Things changed in an instant, and the good never lasted. She didn’t want to forget him. Not ever.


  “You’ll marry me when I come back,” Jake said decisively. “It’s way past time for us to become an official family. No more excuses. Say yes."


  He made it sound so easy, when saying “yes” was anything but easy. “When you come back we’ll make plans."


  But as he walked out the room, she wondered if she could really go through with it. There was so much he didn’t know.


  Sarah’s eyes flew open as she realized that she’d finally seen Jake in her mind in the time when they’d been together. It must have been the day Jake had left for his business trip, perhaps the last time she’d seen him before she ran away. He’d left town believing she would marry him when he got back.


  Her heart thumped against her chest. How her departure must have hurt him. When he’d returned home with high hopes for their future together, he’d found an empty apartment stripped of all trace of Caitlyn and herself, and no explanation. Even after all this time she still couldn’t give him a reason.


  She wanted to scream in frustration.


  How could she have ruined such a terrific relationship?


  She lifted the baby blanket to her face and inhaled deeply. Caitlyn’s sweet scent still clung to the fabric, a mix of baby powder and baby. She would make everything right. She would find Caitlyn. She would get her memory back, and she would tell Jake why she’d left him, why she’d betrayed him.


  Then what? Would he forgive her? Would they all live happily ever after?


  Somehow she didn’t think so. She’d never believed in fairy tales.


  * * *


  Dylan stretched his arms over his head as he waited for his latest search screen to pop up. He’d been on the Internet for hours, but he was still no closer to locating Andy Hart. He suspected that if Andy were a computer genius, as Catherine had stated earlier, then he’d probably found ways to protect his personal information from appearing on the Internet. As for Teresa Meyers, he’d found a half dozen women with the name, but none of his follow-up calls had produced a likely candidate in terms of the right age or background.


  Catherine hadn’t offered much help, although she’d made him a delicious vegetarian pasta dish that he was sure had quadrupled his vegetable intake for the week, maybe the month. Since then she’d been puttering around the house, cleaning the kitchen, looking through the artwork done by her students, talking to her cats and her bird. Fortunately the bird didn’t seem inclined to talk back. He’d always thought talking birds were a little creepy. One woman he’d dated had a talking parrot who’d called him shithead every time he walked in the room. It hadn’t exactly set the mood.


  A flash of lightning lit up the room, followed shortly thereafter by a crack of thunder that rocked the house. The storm was loud, rain pounding the back deck, gale-force winds shaking the windows, waves crashing on the beach. The wild night did nothing to ease the mounting tension in his body. It frustrated the hell out of him to be stuck here while Jake and Sarah were running for their lives, but if he could find Andy Hart, then they’d be one step closer to locating Caitlyn.


  Glancing away from the window, he saw Catherine watching him from the kitchen. He was struck again by how pretty she was in a natural way. She didn’t have a speck of makeup on her face, but her features were beautifully set in her face, and long lashes framed her mysterious dark blue eyes. He wondered what her story was -- how she’d come to live in this remote location with only her pets for company. She had a story to tell. As a journalist he had a nose for stories, and he had a feeling hers would be very interesting, but this wasn’t the time to get into her life. Right now it was Sarah’s secrets he needed to reveal.


  “You’re staring at me,” Catherine said.


  “You’re staring at me,” he echoed with a smile.


  “You’re very intense when you work, focused, determined, relentless. You usually get what you want, don’t you?"


  “Usually. Unfortunately my intensity is not bringing me any luck tonight. I’ve struck out on both Andy Hart and Teresa Meyers. Any ideas? I’ve tried all the usual methods, but I’ve come up with nothing. Maybe there’s something you know about Andy that could help me find him. You said you lived together when you were kids?"


  Catherine set down her dishtowel, picked up two steaming mugs of tea, and joined him at the table. She pushed one of the mugs in his direction. “You’ll like this. It’s good for concentration."


  “I’m more of a coffee guy."


  “This is better for you."


  He rolled his eyes. “I hate it when people tell me what’s good for me."


  She gave him a smile. “I’m sure you do, but you will like the tea if you give it a chance."


  “Fine. I’ll drink the tea. Now you give me something in return."


  Catherine thought for a moment. “Andy lived with us for about a year. Then he was moved because he got into trouble in high school. He hacked into the computer system to change one of his grades. He was too smart for school; he didn’t pay attention when he was bored."


  “So he was into computers. What else?"


  “Video games, movies, comic books, graphic novels, Dungeons and Dragons. He was very creative, very competitive, a big game player."


  “That’s good. Maybe there’s a clue there. What about the fake IDs? When did he get into that?"


  “High school. He made a lot of money providing underage kids with fake IDs."


  “Did you have one?"


  “Of course.” Catherine’s gaze was completely unapologetic. “We didn’t grow up in a pretty world, Dylan. It was every man for himself. We did what we had to do to survive, and Andy was no better or worse than the rest of us."


  “You’re saying that you and Jessica also cut corners?"


  Her eyes narrowed. “I know you’re looking for more dirt on Jessica, but I’m not going to give it to you."


  “I’m just trying to get an idea of her background,” he said.


  “Bullshit. You don’t care about Jessica. You just want to get her child back for your brother. But I intend to protect my friend, regardless of what you think of her. You have no idea what it’s like to grow up alone, to have to protect and defend yourself from all manner of danger when you’re just a child,” Catherine continued, passion filling her voice. “You learn early on that no one is going to stand up for you. No one is going to protect you if someone raises their hand to you or does something worse. People look the other way. They don’t want to see the ugly side of life. They want to pretend it isn’t there --"


  “I show people the ugly side of life every day in my job,” he interrupted. “That’s what I do. I shine a light on things people would rather keep hidden. So don’t think I ever look the other way, because I don’t."


  A flush of red spread across her cheeks, and he could see a spark of anger in her eyes. Her breasts were moving up and down with the pace of her breathing, and he found himself wanting to undo the buttons on her paint-spattered shirt and see if her nipples were the same glorious pink as her cheeks. Damn. He’d thought she was pretty before, but now, in a passion, she was something else. And he was letting himself get sidetracked.


  “It’s different to report what’s wrong in the world than to live it,” she said, her words fortunately drawing his attention away from her breasts.


  He cleared his throat, trying to remember what they were even talking about. Catherine was turning out to be a bigger distraction than he would have ever anticipated.


  “I’ll give you that,” he conceded. “Tell me more about the way you and Jessica grew up. I promise not to judge."


  “I doubt that’s possible,” she snapped. “How do you ever keep your objectivity when you’re reporting? You seem to have very strong opinions."


  “My opinions are the strongest when they involve the people I care about -- like my brother."


  “Well, Jessica is a sister to me, so keep that in mind."


  “Okay, please go on."


  Catherine drew in a couple of breaths and then continued. “In foster care it’s all about fitting in. Not making waves so you won’t get kicked out of the home you’re in, won’t have to change schools again, won’t have to make new friends, start over. Not that all of the homes are good. Some are horrific. Some you have to run away from. And sometimes the only people you can trust are the other kids who are fighting for their lives. That’s why, when you find a couple of friends you think you can trust, you hang on for dear life."


  Catherine had painted a vivid and sad picture, and Dylan had to admit he felt some compassion for what Catherine and Jessica had gone through. His family life had not been good, but at least he’d always had Jake to try to run interference for him, to look out for him. Jake had been his savior on more than one occasion, and it would take him a lifetime to pay his brother back.


  “Jessica was pretty soft in the beginning,” Catherine continued. “Because her parents died, she’d had a good childhood to start, so she knew what she was missing when things went bad. Some of the rest of us had never lived that other life, so in some ways it was easier to just accept what was. But Jessica kept thinking that her grandparents were going to come and rescue her. It took her a long time to give up on that hope. Finally she came to realize that you have to make a family where you can find one, and that family was Andy, Teresa, and myself. We tried to watch out for one another, but we were together for only a few years. I regret that Jessica and I lost touch after we split up. I was so happy when Teresa and Jessica said they were going to drive across country to meet me in New York.” Sadness filled her eyes. “If I had told them not to come, maybe none of this would have happened. But I didn’t, and it did, and that’s why you’re here."


  “What about you? How did you end up in foster care? What happened to your parents?"


  She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about that."


  He knew he should shut up and respect her privacy, but his curiosity got the better of him. “You had it rougher than Jessica, didn’t you?"


  “It’s not my turn to tell my story,” Catherine said. “Nor is it yours."


  “I don’t have a story."


  “Yes, you do -- maybe a story you don’t even know you have."


  He frowned at that cryptic statement, feeling a cold chill wash over him. There were some unanswered questions in his past, but he hadn’t asked them in a long time. Someday he might. But not tonight. “You’re good at distracting people. Back to Andy Hart. How are we going to find him?"


  Catherine thought for a moment. “Andy loved to do animation, cartoons, comic-novel type stories on the computer. Maybe he got a job in one of those fields."


  “That’s an idea. I can try that angle. You said you were in LA when you were in foster care. So I assume you were all from that area. I’ve found a few Andy Harts, but none the right age or ethnicity in the Southern California area. And I can’t help wondering if Andy Hart, the master of fake IDs, doesn’t go under another name himself."


  Catherine started. “Oh, lord, I didn’t even think of that. Yes, you’re right. Of course he did. Put in Xander with an X. Xander... what was that last name he used? Xander Cross. That was the superhero he created in his comics."


  Dylan typed in the words and hit search. A moment later he had a half dozen hits, including one Xander Cross, owner of a video game/comics bookstore in San Francisco.


  His heart stopped when he read the address. Xander’s business was very close to where Jake and Sarah had lived. He should have thought of that earlier. They’d always suspected Sarah had help leaving Jake, because she hadn’t taken a car. Maybe Xander Cross, her old friend from foster care, had done the job. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number listed. An answering machine picked up on the third ring. The store was closed and would reopen at ten o’clock the next morning.


  “No one is there tonight, but I think we found him,” he said.


  Catherine smiled, and it almost took his breath away. He didn’t know if he was more excited about finding Andy Hart, a.k.a. Xander Cross, or the fact that Catherine was looking at him like he was some kind of a god. In truth, she was the one who’d found Xander, not him.


  “Maybe Andy knows where Jessica’s baby is,” Catherine said.


  “I sure as hell hope so. I wish we could get in touch with him tonight, but I guess we’ll have to wait."


  “I’d like to talk to him again, see how he is,” Catherine said. “He always said he would run his own business. He wasn’t the type to work for anyone else. I guess he gave up his Andy Hart persona and became Xander Cross."


  “Well, if I had a choice between being a foster kid or a superhero, I’d probably choose the superhero."


  “I’m sure you would. So now what? Can you relax, take a breath?"


  “Hardly. We still have to find Teresa and figure out who’s trying to kill Jessica."


  “Finish your tea first. I want to read your tea leaves."


  “I don’t think so. I don’t want to know the future,” he said.


  “Are you sure? I wouldn’t have taken you for a man who liked to be surprised."


  “I don’t know about that. I like change. It beats the same old thing every day."


  “Maybe you’re just afraid."


  He knew she was manipulating him, but still he rose to the bait. He drank his tea down to the leaves and pushed the cup over to her. “Fine, tell me what you see. And I hope it’s a gorgeous blonde with hot legs and big breasts.” He laughed at her expression.


  “Is that really all you look for in a woman?” she asked.


  “What’s wrong with hot legs and big breasts?"


  “Nothing, if you’re a shallow playboy who doesn’t want a serious relationship."


  He gave a little shrug. “What about you? What do you look for in a man?"


  “Well, certainly more than a big penis,” she said frankly.


  He laughed at her bluntness. Catherine Hilliard was an odd mix of bright-eyed innocence and cynical weariness. He couldn’t quite figure her out. “Like what?"


  “Brains, personality, sense of humor, good heart,” she said.


  “Kind to dogs, cats, and birds,” he finished.


  “Absolutely."


  “So I guess Prince Charming hasn’t shown up yet, huh?"


  A shadow crossed her face. “He came. He left,” she said softly. “Now, let’s take a look at your fortune."


  He was actually far more interested in her last statement than his own fortune, but Catherine was ignoring him now.


  A few moments later she set the cup down and said, “Never mind."


  “Hey, hold on. You can’t just start something and not finish it."


  “You said you like surprises. I think you have a lot of fun in store for you.” She stood up. “I’ll make up the couch for you. It’s storming too hard for you to leave."


  “Wait,” Dylan said, catching her by the arm. “Do the surprises have to do with Jake and Sarah?"


  “No, they have to do with your past. You judge Sarah harshly for her secrets, but you have some of your own."


  He frowned. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, Catherine, and I certainly don’t want to show any disrespect for your fortune-telling abilities, but I don’t believe a bunch of tea leaves can predict my future."


  “There are two women,” she said. “One represents danger, the other salvation. But it will be difficult for you to know which is which unless you find a way to listen to your heart instead of your head. A task, I fear, that will not be easy for you. I’ll see you in the morning."


  “Yeah, thanks for the bedtime story,” he said sarcastically.


  His words did little more than make her smile. “The disbelievers always fall the hardest.”


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  


  The door to the motel room opened, and Sarah started, letting out a breath of relief when she saw it was Jake. His hair and jacket were wet from the rain, and he didn’t look any more relaxed than when he’d left. He had a damp newspaper in his hand, which he tossed down on the table along with a brown paper bag.


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  “Stuff,” he said vaguely.


  “Are you okay?"


  “How the hell do you think I am, Sarah?"


  Since she had no good answer for him, she said nothing. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him what she’d remembered about their last day together. His mood seemed dangerously volatile. Would he be happy that she’d remembered him at all? Or would it just annoy him more? Her memory had given her little new information, so perhaps she’d keep it to herself for now.


  Jake sat down by his new laptop computer and began hitting the buttons. Apparently he wasn’t planning to talk to her. Well, maybe it was better that way. She didn’t know what to say to him either. Glancing at the clock radio by the bed, she saw that it was ten o’clock. They still had a long night ahead of them. Would Jake sleep with her or take the other bed? Would it be as awkward and uncomfortable as it was right now?


  Putting a hand to her abdomen, she thought again about the fact that she could have just gotten herself pregnant. What an idiot. She might not remember her life, but she knew better than to have unprotected sex. She just hadn’t been thinking -- she’d been feeling. She’d let her emotions run free for what felt like the first time in forever, and it had felt great. She suspected she’d been keeping a tight rein for the last seven months, and she’d needed the release.


  But it had been more than just a release of tension and simple sex. Simple could never describe the relationship she and Jake shared. It was complicated in every possible way. She didn’t know how she felt about him or how he felt about her. They were both afraid to care too much -- even though they had different reasons for that fear. She couldn’t remember enough, and he remembered too much.


  She flipped on the television set, desperate to bring some neutral noise into the room. She was far too aware of Jake’s presence just a few feet away.


  Changing the channels, she finally settled on one of the local news shows. She wasn’t paying much attention until the camera panned an area that looked very familiar to her. It was Venice Beach, a location not far from her apartment building.


  She sat up abruptly. “Jake,” she said urgently. “Look."


  He frowned, not lifting his gaze from the screen. “What? I’m concentrating here."


  “The TV.” She turned up the sound as the news reporter began to speak. “A body was found behind a dumpster at Venice Beach early this evening. He was shot in the head, execution style,” the woman said. “The man has been identified as thirty-six-year-old Shane Hollis of Chicago. The police have no suspects and no motive, and would like the public’s help in solving this crime.” A phone number ran across the bottom of the screen just as a photo came up next to the reporter. It was a head shot of a man with dark hair and dark eyes.


  Sarah felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. “Oh, my God!”


  Jake jerked to his feet. “That’s --"


  “The man who tried to kill us earlier,” she finished. “Someone murdered him. Why?"


  Jake’s gaze met hers. “Because he didn’t get the job done,” he said slowly. “You’re still alive."


  “This is... insane,” she whispered.


  “I agree. In fact, I think we’re dealing with someone who is insane."


  “It’s possible that the man’s death doesn’t have anything to do with me,” she said halfheartedly. “He was a thug. He could have had lots of enemies. He could have tried to hurt someone else."


  “No, Sarah. He’s been up and down the state the past three days trying to kill you. This has everything to do with you. At least we have one name, Shane Hollis. And he was from Chicago, which is where Catherine placed her friend Jessica when she disappeared eight years ago.” Jake turned back toward his computer. “I’ve just about got the Internet up. We can look up Shane Hollis and start with him."


  She rose from the bed and joined him at the table, taking the seat next to him. “If Shane was murdered in Venice Beach, just a few miles from here, that means whoever did it is also close by."


  “Yeah,” Jake agreed with a nod.


  Sarah felt a shiver run down her spine. “And we don’t know what he looks like. Before, we knew what Shane Hollis looked like, but now we’re in the dark again. Any man we see could be the person who’s after me.” She stopped and thought for a moment. “Or it could be a woman."


  “I don’t think so. That bullet through the head looked very macho to me, deliberate, ruthless. Not that a woman couldn’t do it, but my gut tells me it’s a man."


  The overhead light began to flicker, and her pulse jumped again. “Did you see that, Jake?"


  “Yeah,” he muttered, still intent on his computer search.


  “What do you think it was?"


  “I don’t know, a power surge."


  Her imagination roared into action. What if someone was playing with the circuit breakers? What if whoever had killed Shane Hollis had tracked them to this motel? He could be outside, cutting the electricity. If they didn’t have lights, they wouldn’t be able to see him. As her terror began to rise, she put her hand on Jake’s arm.


  He finally glanced over at her. His gaze narrowed. “What’s wrong, Sarah?"


  She swallowed hard. “What if they cut the lights?"


  “There’s no reason to think anyone knows where we are."


  “There’s no reason to think they don’t. They seem to know everything, and they’re always one step ahead of us."


  A loud rumble of thunder made her jump to her feet, but she still kept her hand on Jake’s arm. She didn’t know whether to run or hide, but she felt it was imperative that she do something.


  “It’s the storm,” Jake said. “That’s why the lights flickered.” He got to his feet and put his hands on her waist. “It’s okay. We’re all right."


  “I don’t want the lights to go out. Bad things happen in the dark."


  “What kind of bad things?” he asked, gazing into her eyes.


  She stared back at him. “I don’t know."


  The overhead light flickered again, as did the computer screen. Sarah held her breath, waiting for the lights to steady themselves, but then everything went black. She let out a panicked cry.


  Jake hauled her tight into his arms, pressing her face against his chest. “It’s just a power outage, Sarah."


  “You don’t know that,” she mumbled. “I can’t stand this. I can’t be here in the dark."


  “Yes, you can,” he said firmly. “I’m going to open the curtains a little, let some of the outdoor light in."


  She clung to his waist as he tried to move away from her. “No, don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me."


  The words echoed over and over in her mind. Closing her eyes, she heard another voice in her head, the voice of a young girl, pleading, begging...


  It was so dark. Were her eyes open?


  She felt like a blind person straining to see something. She couldn’t hear anyone breathing except herself. There was something holding her down. A seat belt. Her fingers felt for the release. As she squinted, she saw a touch of blond hair hanging over the vague, shadowy seat in front of her. A man was slumped over the steering wheel. She was in a car. The roof was smashed in. Something big and scary was on the hood. It looked like a monster. It sounded like his claws were scraping the top of the car as he tried to get in.


  She let out a scream of terror. “Mommy, Daddy. Wake up."


  No one answered her. She started to cry. Why weren’t they waking up? Why weren’t they trying to get out of the car?


  She had to get help. She reached for the door handle, but it wouldn’t open. The door was crushed in on the side. She tried the other door, but something heavy was behind it. She pushed and she pushed, sweating and straining, but the doors wouldn’t open. And she couldn’t see anything outside of the car. She was trapped.


  Her breath came short and fast. She tried pushing on the car door again. Suddenly something gave way. The car began to rock. Then it started to slide. She was moving. She screamed again as the car picked up speed.


  She tried to hold on to her seat, but the car flipped over and she felt her body fly through the air. Her head hit something hard. She couldn’t see at all anymore. Was she dead? Were her parents dead?


  “Don’t leave me,” she cried. “Please don’t leave me."


  “Sarah, Sarah, snap out of it.” Jake gave her shoulders a shake. “Look at me. You’re okay. You’re safe."


  He’d pushed open the curtain behind her, allowing in enough light to soften the shadows.


  “It’s just the storm. Listen to the rain. No one cut the power to lure us outside.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “You’re ice-cold. I can feel the chill through your sweater. Where were you just now?"


  “I was in the car with my parents,” she said. “There was an accident. It was a really dark night. I tried to wake them up, to get out of the car, but it started to shake and slide and then it flipped over and over. When it finally stopped, I knew they were dead.” She gazed into Jake’s eyes. “And I was alone in the dark."


  His eyes filled with a protective tenderness. “Oh, God, Sarah! I’m sorry you had to go through that."


  “We were there for hours. Nobody moved. Nobody talked. I couldn’t stand it."


  “You’re not alone now. I’m here. I’m not leaving."


  She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him as tightly as she could. She knew she wasn’t being fair to him. He had walked away from her earlier. He had told her he wasn’t going to touch her again, but she needed him now. She needed his comfort, his warmth, his embrace. And as he’d promised, Jake didn’t move away. He let her cling to him. He gave her the support, the security that she craved.


  Finally she eased her death grip on his neck and pulled back so she could look at him. “Thank you."


  “You never told me about your parents’ accident. I knew you didn’t like the dark, but you never said why. Did you remember anything else?"


  She’d known the question was coming. In fact, she wondered how he’d had the restraint to wait so long in asking it.


  She shook her head.


  He let out a sigh. “Well, at least we have one more truth."


  “Do you think in the end that the truths will make up for the lies?"


  “If you’re asking me if I could forgive you --"


  “No, I’m not asking you that,” she said quickly. “Not now anyway.” But as she looked at him, she wondered if one day she’d have to let him answer that question.


  “Let’s sit down.” Jake led her over to the bed.


  She perched on the edge.


  “You might as well get comfortable. We might not have any lights for a while."


  She stretched out on top of the covers. Jake walked around to the other side of the bed and lay down next to her. There was a good foot between them, and Jake had his arms folded over his chest. He made no attempt to touch her. He simply stared at the ceiling. But she could tell by the stiffness of his pose that he wasn’t at all relaxed. The air between them grew thick and heavy and restless.


  “Don’t,” Jake said abruptly. “We’re not going there again. I can’t let you back in."


  “Can we just hold each other?” she asked, rolling onto her side.


  He shook his head. “No. No touching. Too dangerous."


  “I didn’t make love to you earlier to prove something to myself or to bring my memory back. I did it because I feel a connection to you."


  “We always had good chemistry. No surprise there."


  “I’m not talking about physical attraction, although it definitely exists."


  “Sarah, you don’t know me. And I don’t know you. Let’s just leave it at that."


  “I know that you’re protective and kind and loyal."


  “I’m not a damn Boy Scout,” he growled.


  “No, you’re far too angry and intense and impatient for that. But you’re a good person."


  He turned his head to look at her. “Don’t say any more."


  “I can’t stand this wall between us."


  “Well, it’s not coming down tonight.” He swore. “Dammit."


  “What?"


  “Come here."


  She didn’t know why he’d had a change of heart, but she wasn’t going to argue. She curled up into his embrace, her head back on his shoulder. This was where she belonged. This was home, she realized. Where she wanted to be. It was perfect -- well, almost perfect. When they had Caitlyn, then her world would be right again.


  “Just sleep,” Jake ordered.


  “I want to,” she said. “But I’m afraid of where the dreams will take me."


  “Don’t be afraid. We’ll go there together. Take me with you this time, Sarah. Take me into the nightmare. Let me help you find a way out."


  She closed her eyes, keeping Jake’s image front and center. Wherever she went, he was going with her.


  * * *


  When Dylan woke up the next morning, the storm had passed. After using the bathroom, he walked into the kitchen and saw a kettle on the stove as well as more tea bags. He might have to stop at a Starbucks on his way to LA or die of caffeine deprivation.


  He poured himself a cup of tea and took it out on the back deck. Catherine was on the beach with her dogs again, a big floppy sweater around her jeans and T-shirt. Her feet were bare as usual. She apparently wasn’t that into shoes, the first woman he’d ever met who seemed more comfortable out of heels than in them.


  She was a lonely-looking figure, he thought, curious again as to why she’d chosen to live such a hermitlike existence. He also wondered what had happened to her Prince Charming, the one who’d come and left, as she put it. Was that guy responsible for the angry mood of her paintings? Or did her art come from some other dark place in her soul?


  She certainly wouldn’t be an easy woman to love, not with her psychic claims and cryptic predictions. He wasn’t sure he’d want to live with a woman who could see the future. Not that he really believed in her fortune-telling skills. Still, despite his best efforts to ignore her predictions about his own life, he couldn’t help wondering about the two women she’d seen in his future, one who was supposed to be his worst enemy and the other his salvation. Maybe Catherine should be writing mystery novels instead of painting. She had a knack for opening up a good story, anyway. Not that she’d been interested in finishing it.


  Turning away from the view, he reentered the house and checked his watch. It was almost ten o’clock. Time to give Xander Cross a call. He hoped this would be the break they desperately needed. But if not, he was going to get Catherine down to LA to meet up with Sarah face-to-face. Maybe she could jog Sarah’s memory.


  Punching in Xander’s number, he waited for someone to pick up. Finally a woman’s voice came over the phone. “Hex-Games,” she said, giving the name of the shop.


  “I’d like to speak to Xander Cross,” he said.


  There was a long pause at the other end of the phone. “I’m sorry, but that’s not possible. Can someone else help you?"


  “No, it’s a personal matter. Is he there?"


  “No."


  “Can you give me another number for him? It’s very important that I speak to him as soon as possible."


  “Hold on a second."


  Dylan tapped his fingers on the table as he waited for her to return, but instead a man’s voice came over the phone.


  “This is Joe Morgan, the owner of the store. Can I help you?"


  “I need to speak to Xander Cross,” Dylan said. “I thought he was the owner."


  “He used to be. Are you a friend?"


  Dylan frowned, wondering why he was getting the runaround. “Not exactly, but we have a mutual acquaintance. A friend of mine is in trouble, and I think Mr. Cross might be able to help her."


  “Mr. Cross won’t be helping anyone. He died seven months ago,” Joe said.


  Dylan let out a breath, shocked by the news. “What happened?"


  “He interrupted a robbery in progress at his home and was killed."


  Seven months ago. Just when Sarah disappeared.


  “Do you know the exact date?” Dylan asked.


  “It was August third."


  And Sarah had disappeared on August fourth. Had Xander’s death sparked her run?


  “Did the police catch who did it?"


  “Not to my knowledge. I’m sorry, but I have to go. Is there anything else you need?"


  “Did Mr. Cross leave behind any family?"


  “He had an ex-wife, but I haven’t seen her since the funeral."


  “Do you know her name -- where I might be able to contact her?"


  Joe hesitated. “Well, her name is Adele Kramer -- I don’t have her phone number."


  “Thanks for your help.” Dylan ended the call, his mind reeling from what he’d just learned. Was Xander’s death connected to Sarah’s disappearance? Did the robbery at Xander Cross’s home have something to do with Sarah? It seemed more than likely. Unfortunately, the fact that Xander was now dead did not help him find out who was chasing Sarah.


  He looked up as Catherine came back into the house. Her cheeks were flushed from her run, her eyes bright and curious. “You found out something, but it’s not good news, is it?"


  “Xander Cross was killed seven months ago, the day before Sarah disappeared from an apartment building about three miles away from where he worked."


  “Andy is dead?” Catherine murmured, her eyes turning sad. “That’s tragic. He was so young -- my age. I can’t believe it."


  “I’m sorry."


  “How was he killed?"


  “He interrupted a robbery at his home. Apparently he left behind an ex-wife by the name of Adele Kramer."


  “Adele Kramer?” she echoed in surprise. “I know Adele Kramer. She was married to Andy?"


  “Don’t tell me Adele was another foster kid."


  “No, but Adele went to high school with us. She was Andy’s high school girlfriend the year we all lived together. She was a nice girl from a good family who risked her cheerleader reputation to date the oddball geek. I always liked her. Jessica did, too."


  “So she knew Jessica,” Dylan said thoughtfully. “That’s good. That gives Jessica -- or Sarah -- a friend in San Francisco, a friend who could have helped her disappear. Maybe even a friend who knows where Caitlyn is.” He started up his computer again. “Time for another search."


  “You don’t have to do that,” Catherine said. “I know how to find Adele."


  “How? You didn’t know how to find Andy or Xander or whatever his name was."


  “Well, I know how to find Adele. She’s an art lover. She works in a museum in San Francisco, and she writes a column for an art magazine. I had no idea she’d married Andy. She certainly never used his last name or talked about him in her column. I thought of writing her a few times, but I didn’t.” Catherine grabbed a magazine off the bookshelf. “I think her e-mail is listed at the end of her article. Yes, here it is."


  Dylan pushed the computer in Catherine’s direction. “You write her. Tell her you need to find Jessica, and you think Andy might have spoken to her before she disappeared. Ask her if she knows anything about Jessica or Sarah or the baby, Caitlyn."


  Catherine typed slowly and deliberately. When she was finished, she hit the send key.


  Dylan hoped it wouldn’t take long for Adele to reply, but it was Saturday. She might not check her e-mail until Monday. And that could be too late. He picked up the phone and called Information, but there was no listing for her. They would have to wait. But which was more important, keeping the computer connection open or hitting the road to LA?


  He could also call his friends at the San Francisco Police Department. They might be able to tell him more about Xander’s death. He knew Sarah’s departure was connected to it. He was getting closer to finding out exactly what had happened to make her run.


  The computer beeped as an e-mail was received. He clicked the button, excited to see a quick reply from Adele Kramer. The message was short. If you’re really Catherine, then why does your e-mail say Dylan Sanders?


  Dylan typed in, Because I’m using his computer. But it’s really me. I remember you from high school. You were Andy’s girlfriend. He paused, glancing over at Catherine. “What else can I tell her to make her believe me?"


  “Tell her that I still remember the ugly orange corsage Andy gave her for the prom."


  Dylan did as Catherine suggested and hit send. They sat in silence, waiting for a reply. It came in less than a minute.


  Give me your phone number. I’ll call you."


  Catherine recited her phone number for him as he typed. He let out a breath when the message was sent. He hoped Adele would call. She was being very careful, and why not? Her ex-husband had been killed. She was smart to be cautious.


  Within minutes the phone rang. Catherine drew in a breath and then picked it up. “Hello?” She held the receiver away from her ear so Dylan could hear.


  “Catherine -- this is Adele,” she said in a brisk, no-nonsense voice.


  “Thanks for calling me,” Catherine said. “I just recently learned about Andy’s death. I’m so sorry."


  “It was terrible. I was always afraid something like that would happen to him. I warned him that he was playing with danger, but that’s the way he liked to live, you know. I certainly couldn’t change him.” Her voice was edged with bitterness. “I don’t know why I thought I could."


  “I remember how stubborn he was,” Catherine murmured.


  “Yes. Now, you said something about Jessica in your e-mail?"


  “I also recently learned that Jessica was living in San Francisco near Andy, and... well, she disappeared the day after he died. I’m trying to find her. I wonder if you know where she is now."


  There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. “I know this much, Catherine: Jessica was in a lot of trouble. She asked Andy to make her some fake IDs for her and her baby. Two days later Andy was dead."


  “I’m so sorry, Adele."


  “Me, too. I don’t know what happened to Jessica after that. I always liked her, but not as much as Andy did. He had a soft spot for her. I know he helped her over the years, not just a few months ago. Several years ago she actually stayed with us for a couple of nights. She was using a different name then -- Sarah, I think it was. She said she’d gotten into some bad trouble, and she couldn’t trust anyone. She looked horrible at the time, terrified of her own shadow. I think Andy helped set her up with a job, and then I didn’t see her again. To be honest, Andy and I were fighting, and I didn’t really care what he was doing. I just wanted to get on with my life. I wasted too many years trying to turn him into a law-abiding citizen. I couldn’t do it anymore.” Her voice caught. “But I miss him. I still miss him."


  “You loved him. I loved him, too."


  “Well, life goes on. That’s what Andy always used to tell me when I had a problem. Is that all you wanted?"


  “Can you think of anyone else Jessica might have run to after Andy died -- if she still needed help?” Catherine asked.


  “I don’t know what was up with the man she had the baby with. Aside from him, I would have thought you, maybe. She talked about you sometimes, but she said she was afraid to bring trouble in her wake. I guess she thought Andy with his superhero talents could fend off any danger. But she was wrong. He wasn’t a superhero; he was just a nut.” Adele paused and then added, “Oh, wait -- Andy kept in touch sometimes with Teresa. She became a female boxer, even opened her own gym somewhere. Andy was quite impressed. I remember that he told her he was going to draw a female superhero character after her."


  “Do you know where the gym is?"


  “I can’t remember. I think it was somewhere in LA. I have to go, Catherine. I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t really want to get involved in anything having to do with Jessica or any of the rest of you."


  “I understand,” Catherine said. “Thanks for calling me back.” Catherine hung up the phone and let out a sigh. “I guess Teresa is our next best bet."


  “Can’t be too many female boxers with the name Teresa,” Dylan said, excited about the new lead. But he could see by the expression on Catherine’s face that she wasn’t feeling nearly so good. “Are you all right?” Her cheeks were pale and her eyes were bleak.


  “I’m sad for Andy and worried about Jessica. And I have to admit it kind of stung to have Adele tell me not to call her again, to stay out of her life. I don’t know why it bothers me, though. It’s not the first time I’ve heard those words.” She forced a false smile. “Adele called Jessica Sarah, so I guess that’s her name now. They’re the same person."


  “Are you ready to go to LA?"


  “You don’t even stop to take a breath, do you? I’m still reeling from finding out Andy is dead."


  “I know, Catherine, and I’m sorry if I’m rushing you, but we need to find Sarah before what happened to Andy happens to her.”


  


  Chapter Twenty


  


  


  Sarah awoke disoriented and alone. She sat up abruptly, then blew out a breath of relief when she saw Jake tapping the computer keys, a stream of sunlight coming through the window.


  “I made coffee,” he said, without looking up from what he was doing.


  “Thanks,” she mumbled. Since Jake had obviously taken a shower and changed his clothes, she decided to do the same. She stumbled out of bed, grabbed her duffel bag, and headed toward the bathroom. She had a bad case of morning breath, and she suspected her hair looked like a family of birds had made a nest in it. She couldn’t remember her dreams. Maybe Jake’s presence had chased the nightmares away.


  The hot water from the shower felt good on her head and shoulders, and she stayed under the spray for long, luxurious minutes, almost dreading the moment when she would have to confront another day of uncertainty. But as Caitlyn’s sweet face appeared in her mind, Sarah knew there was a very good reason for getting on with things. She did not want to spend another night without her daughter back in her arms.


  Twenty minutes later she was dressed and ready to get down to business. She moved over to the table, where Jake seemed absorbed by whatever he was reading on the screen.


  “What’s up?” she asked.


  “I found some information on Shane Hollis."


  “Who is he?” Sarah asked, sitting down next to Jake.


  There was new energy in his voice this morning, as well as an eager light in his eyes. Whatever he’d discovered had certainly gotten him charged up.


  “He’s a Harvard graduate, for one."


  “No,” she said in disbelief. “The guy in the beanie who tried to kill me several times went to Harvard?"


  “On scholarship. He was part of a grade-school class sponsored by a wealthy businessman who promised to put them all through college at his alma mater."


  “Are you sure you’re talking about the right Shane Hollis?"


  “Listen to this and then tell me what you think.” Jake flipped to a new screen and started to read. “ ‘A group of students thought to belong to one of Harvard’s most secret societies, the Eye of the Tiger, were questioned today regarding the recent suicide of one of their members, Daniel Haggarty, under suspicion that there was some type of hazing involved. Shane Hollis and Timothy Fontaine, the grandson of Harold Fontaine, the state senator from Connecticut, were the first to discover their friend’s body. After lengthy questioning and a review of Daniel Haggarty’s psychological records, no charges were filed in the case."


  “Eye of the Tiger,” she repeated, the name echoing through her head.


  “Exactly. That would explain the tiger tattoo you saw in your dream."


  Sarah pushed back her chair and stood up, feeling unsettled, but she didn’t know why. “What else?” she asked.


  Jake flipped to another screen. “Once I found the tiger connection, I started researching the group. There were at least five to six guys involved, as far as I can tell. All, with the exception of Shane Hollis, were rich, well-connected, privileged young men who, according to other students, were arrogant, cocky, and felt they were better than everyone else. Their activities were shrouded in secrecy, most involving college-type pranks, until Haggarty’s suicide."


  “Okay, but what’s the connection between Shane Hollis and me?” Sarah asked.


  “That’s what we have to figure out. But here’s at least a small link: After college, two of the men opened an art gallery in Chicago."


  “Go on."


  “The gallery quickly became a huge success. Apparently the men’s Harvard connections were happy to invest in the art that they sold. They were also good-looking guys, playboys, who had no trouble finding beautiful women to come to their parties. They quickly became the toast of the town."


  Sarah’s pulse began to speed up as something teased at the back of her brain. “What was the name of the gallery?"


  “White Tiger. They were apparently hooked on the tiger theme. What gets even more interesting is that it turns out the gallery was a front for black-market art and drug smuggling. One of the boys was half Russian and apparently had some contacts back in Russia who had gotten their hands on some stolen art secreted away since World War Two. But they weren’t satisfied with just selling priceless paintings on the black market. They also got involved with smuggling heroin within the frames. The DEA got wind of the deals, and two of our Harvard boys went to prison."


  Sarah swallowed hard, a thick knot growing in her throat. She wanted to tell Jake to stop talking. He was going too fast. It was too much. And yet it wasn’t enough. There were a million questions hovering at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t get the words out.


  “That was eight years ago,” Jake added, looking her in the eye. “The same time you disappeared from Chicago. I’m guessing you were connected in some way to what happened at the gallery.” He paused. “And I found a photo taken of the three of them. It’s kind of grainy, but I think you’ll be able to recognize Shane.” He turned the laptop computer screen so that it was facing her.


  Sarah stared at the photo of the three men, especially the man in the middle. Her chest tightened and she felt light-headed, dizzy. She put a hand on Jake’s arm to steady herself.


  His eyes narrowed in concern. “Sarah, what’s wrong?"


  His voice seemed very far away. Her vision began to blur. “I... I can’t breathe,” she said, her fingers gripping his arm like a lifeline.


  “Yes, you can. Just take one breath, then another, slowly,” Jake advised.


  She shook her head, biting down on her lips as a flood of anxiety and adrenaline surged through her bloodstream. “I... I can’t do this."


  “Why not? What did you see? What did you remember?"


  The images of the men flashed through her head. She knew those faces. How did she know them? She’d never gone to Harvard. She was a foster kid. She didn’t move in the circles of the young and privileged. But she had lived in Chicago. And eight years ago they’d gone to prison.


  The faces flashed in front of her again, one of them with a mocking smile. It was someone she knew, someone she’d touched, someone she’d kissed, someone she’d loved.


  “Oh, God,” she said, her brain spinning out of control. The blackness came at her like a freight train, and she welcomed it with blessed relief. She didn’t want to remember. She couldn’t go back there. She just couldn’t.


  * * *


  “Shit!” Jake swore as Sarah collapsed on the floor in a crumpled heap. He gathered her in his arms and carried her over to the bed, laying her down on her back. Her face was completely white, drained of any hint of color. The bruises still lingering from her accident stood out in vivid relief, giving her a fragile appearance. Had the information been too much for her? Had he driven her further inside of herself by telling her too much too fast?


  Fear raced through him. What if she didn’t wake up this time? What if he’d pushed her into some deep comatose state where she could continue to hide from her painful memories? What if he never found Caitlyn?


  He shook her shoulders. “Sarah, wake up,” he demanded.


  When she didn’t move, he sat back, wondering what to do next. Would he hurt her more if he tried to wake her up? Did she need to do that in her own time? But how long could he wait?


  Walking into the bathroom, he soaked a washcloth with cool water and took it back to the bed. He placed it on Sarah’s forehead, gently stroking her cheek with his fingers. She didn’t stir at all. He put a hand on her heart, reassured to feel the steady beat beneath his fingers. She was still breathing. She just needed a few minutes, he told himself, and then she’d wake up. She’d tell him what she’d remembered and they’d be able to find Caitlyn.


  But as seconds turned to minutes, he wondered if that was going to happen at all, or if this time he’d lost Sarah forever.


  * * *


  She’d never been to such an elite party. Everyone who was anyone in Chicago was there. And so was she. She felt like pinching herself. Was this her life now? Fabulous parties, rich friends, families with blood ties dating back to the Mayflower? It hardly seemed possible. She’d spent so many years on her own, on the edge of -- if not in -- a state of homelessness. But one chance meeting with a sexy, sophisticated man and her entire life had changed.


  Victor Pennington was her Prince Charming, her dark-haired, dark-eyed, half-Russian prince, and she was Cinderella at the ball, only her dress wasn’t going to turn to rags, nor would the stretch limo change into a pumpkin. This was real. Victor loved her. He said she was his lucky charm, and she’d never been anyone’s charm, lucky or otherwise.


  He probably wouldn’t think she was lucky if he knew who she really was. She shouldn’t have lied to him, but whenever she had the chance to be someone else, she usually took it. She and Teresa had pretended to be lots of different people during their trip across the country. It was fun, a lark. She’d been a struggling country-western singer in Nashville. Teresa had been a supermodel on the rise in Denver. They’d both been flight attendants on layover in Dallas. Only those games hadn’t lasted long, just a day or two. She’d never anticipated when she’d met Victor and his Harvard friends that they would still be seeing each other a few weeks later.


  Now it was too late to change her story. A wave of fear rushed through her. She told herself it would be all right. Victor didn’t have to know the truth. She could be whoever he wanted her to be. She’d spent her life learning how to fit in. Fake it until you make it, Teresa always said.


  The party scene faded in front of her eyes, replaced with the shadows of the back room, the clatter of the heavy ornate frames being opened, the sound of soft yet harsh whispers in the night, the late-night calls, the hours alone waiting, wondering, and then she saw the faces of the men who’d tracked her down, who’d blackmailed her, who’d forced her to see what was really happening, who’d taken her fairy-tale life and turned it into a never-ending nightmare from which she couldn’t escape.


  “Sarah."


  The sound of Jake’s voice warmed her heart. She loved Jake. He was the real prince, but she couldn’t tell him her dark secrets. She couldn’t bring him into the madness of her life. Victor would kill anyone who tried to protect her or to help her. He’d already done it several times -- the guards in the safe house, Andy -- even Mrs. Murphy had almost lost her life because of Sarah.


  “Sarah, come back to me. We need to find Caitlyn. I can’t do it without you."


  Jake’s pleading, desperate words warred with her desire to remain in a safe, quiet place, to just let the worst happen, because she was so tired. But her daughter needed her. Jake needed her. She’d put them in danger, and she had to get them out. She had to fight. She couldn’t quit now.


  Slowly she opened her eyes, blinking at the sight of Jake’s anxious expression. His face was white, and the worry lines across his forehead and around his mouth were deep and tight.


  “Thank God,” he breathed. His hand stroked her cheek. “Are you all right?"


  Her brain felt thick and slow. It had been empty for so long. Now it was crowded with memories from her childhood, from Victor, from Jake -- so many conflicting thoughts hit her, she didn’t know what to say, what to do. She glanced around the room, trying to focus on the present, on simple facts. They were in a motel room in Santa Monica. They were on the run. They were looking for Caitlyn.


  Suddenly everything clicked into place.


  “Jake,” she whispered, his name rocketing through her body in a series of sharp, tingling sparks of memory. It was all coming back. Finally.


  She closed her eyes again, feeling a deep sense of relief that she had to savor -- if only for a moment. She knew who she was. Her past was in line with her present. Her head and her heart had made the last connection.


  “Sarah, I know you’ve remembered something. Can you talk to me now? I don’t want to rush you, but we don’t have a lot of time."


  She opened her eyes and looked at him, really looked at him, noting all the wonderful details of his face, his beautiful green eyes, his strong jaw, his passionate mouth. There had been a time in her life when she’d thought she would never see him again. The memories flooded back through her head like images from a video collage: the first meeting at the café, their first kiss in the moonlight under the Golden Gate Bridge, the first time they’d made love in his apartment, the day Caitlyn had been born, Jake cutting the umbilical cord, laying their baby across her breast, the nights the three of them had spent in bed together like a real family.


  Her heart broke at what they’d had, what they’d lost. Just because she remembered what had happened didn’t mean she could change it. She’d made mistakes, decisions that she couldn’t take back, and now she would have to explain them. Some of them were indefensible.


  A tear dripped down her cheek. Jake wiped it away. “Not now, Sarah,” he said, his voice husky and raw.


  He was right. It was time to face the music. It was time to talk to Jake with total and complete knowledge of who she was to him, and who she’d been to other people in her life.


  “I remember everything,” she said slowly. “Every last detail of my life, where I was born, who my parents are, where I lived, Chicago, Victor, Shane Hollis, everything."


  Excitement flared in his eyes. “I want to hear it, but let’s start with the most important piece of information. Where is Caitlyn? Do you know?"


  Her daughter’s name pierced another hole through her heart, and she bit down on her lip as she nodded.


  “Yes, I know where she is."


  “Thank God! Where?"


  “With Teresa -- in Santa Barbara."


  Jake shook his head in confusion. “Santa Barbara? That doesn’t make sense. If Teresa’s in Santa Barbara, she would have seen the news broadcast, your picture in the local paper. Why didn’t she come forward? Why didn’t she come to the hospital?"


  “I told her not to tell anyone she had Caitlyn, no matter what happened to me. I made her promise that she would keep Caitlyn safe. She grew up like I did, Jake, with no one to trust. She didn’t ask me questions I didn’t want to answer. She just said she would guard Caitlyn with her life until I came back."


  Jake stared at her “If you stopped there right before your accident and someone was following you, then they already know where Caitlyn is."


  “I didn’t take Caitlyn there myself,” she said quickly, seeing his mind racing to a horrible conclusion. “I sent her with Amanda. We were closer friends than Amanda said when we saw her yesterday. She’d grown up like me. She was a street kid. We had a lot in common. She knew how to survive, too. When she heard I was in trouble when that guy tried to grab me in the elevator, she offered to help."


  “Amanda,” he echoed in bemusement. “I suppose she made you the same promise of silence, and that’s why she kept the secret when we saw her yesterday."


  “Yes. It’s my fault, Jake. I didn’t tell them who I was running from. I thought too much information would put them in more danger. I guess when Amanda saw you with me she just couldn’t trust that you were the good guy. And since I couldn’t remember, she --"


  He cut off her explanation with a wave of his hand. “Whatever. We know where Caitlyn is; let’s go.” He jumped to his feet. “I don’t want to lose another minute. You can tell me the rest on the way there. It’s almost a two-hour drive."


  She grabbed her bag and packed up her clothes while Jake closed up the computer and grabbed his own things. Within ten minutes they were in the car and on their way to get Caitlyn. She felt better now that she knew who she was, but she wouldn’t feel completely right until she had her daughter in her arms.


  Halfway down the street Jake pulled out his phone again and pushed in a number. “Dylan,” he said a moment later. “Sarah has her memory back. Caitlyn is with someone named Teresa in Santa Barbara. What’s the address?” he said, turning to Sarah.


  “Eleven-oh-one Mirada Drive,” she replied.


  Jake repeated the address to his brother. When he’d finished the call, he turned to Sarah. “Dylan and Catherine will meet us in Santa Barbara. I told him to give us a head start. I don’t want him to spook Teresa if she sees a stranger at the door."


  She nodded, knowing that there was a lot to be said, but where to start? That was the big question. First she needed to call Teresa. “Let me use your phone. I’ll give Teresa the heads-up that we’re coming."


  “I don’t want her to run with our child. If she thinks someone has a gun to your head, she might do just that.” He shot her a dark look. “Believe me, I’d like nothing more than to have you get her on the phone and confirm that Caitlyn is safe, but at this point I’d rather not do anything that’s going to send Teresa into hiding."


  She thought about what he was saying and then put down the phone. “I’ll wait until we get closer then.” It was hard not to make the call when she desperately wanted to hear Caitlyn’s voice, but she had to think about what was best. “We have to make sure we’re not being followed. We can’t lead anyone to Caitlyn."


  “I’m well aware of that,” Jake snapped. “Give me a little credit, Sarah. I’m not a complete fool."


  “I never thought you were."


  “Obviously you did, or you would have brought Caitlyn to me."


  “Do you want to get into all that now?” she asked warily.


  “No.” He shot her an indefinable look. “Because I can’t have that discussion and drive. We’re going to leave it alone until we get Caitlyn back."


  Jake’s voice was tight. She knew he wanted to have it out with her, to get the answers to all the questions he had about why and how she’d left him, but he was right: They couldn’t have this discussion while racing through LA traffic.


  “One thing I do want to know,” he said. “Who exactly is trying to kill you? I assume it’s one of the Harvard guys."


  “Victor Pennington. Do you want me to tell you what happened in Chicago?” She figured that part of the story would be less personally upsetting to him, and he needed to know the danger they were up against.


  “Go on,” he said, his gaze on the road.


  It was easier when he wasn’t looking at her. “You already know some of it. My real name is Jessica Holt. When I was twenty years old, Teresa and I decided to drive across country one summer. We were headed to New York to meet up with Catherine, but our car broke down in Chicago. We didn’t have any money to fix it, but we were young and had no roots, no families to worry about us, so we got jobs and lived in a shelter for a couple of weeks until we had enough money to get an apartment. It was a dump, but it was something. I got a temp job working in a law office. Victor Pennington was one of their clients. He came into the office one day and he invited everyone, all the secretaries and clerks and attorneys, to a party at his art gallery. I thought I was Cinderella, and I’d just gotten an invitation to the best ball in town."


  She paused for breath. When Jake didn’t comment, she continued. “Victor and his friends were handsome, smart, rich blue bloods, everything I wasn’t. They’d all gone to Harvard. One of their grandfathers was a state senator. Another was a billionaire. When Victor asked me out, I couldn’t believe my luck. I thought he lived in this beautiful world, a world I’d never thought I could belong to. For a while it was great. He wined and dined me; he swept me off my feet. He told me I was beautiful and desirable and that he’d never met anyone like me.” She’d been so stupid, so easy to manipulate.


  “Teresa didn’t like Chicago and decided to go home. After that it was just Victor and me and this fairy-tale romance I thought we were having.” She inhaled, knowing she had to confess another sin. “I told Victor a story about myself that wasn’t true. Teresa and I played this game on our trip that whenever we hit a new city we’d be someone different. I know it probably sounds crazy, but our childhood lives were filled with a lot of crap, and playing ‘let’s pretend to be someone else’ always made us feel better. With Victor I was the disowned granddaughter of a rich Texas oil man. That’s why I was working in the law office. I said it was just a temporary thing. My grandfather wanted me to learn to appreciate the money that I’d be coming into with my trust fund."


  Jake’s eyebrow shot up in disbelief, and he gave her another amazed look. “You lied to him, too. Do you ever tell the truth?"


  “The truth is hard to live with sometimes. You wouldn’t understand, Jake. You didn’t grow up like I did."


  “That’s an excuse?"


  “No, but when I met Victor I was barely out of my teens. I knew if I told him who I really was, he’d walk away. In the beginning it was just a way to be Cinderella for a night. But once I started the lies I couldn’t stop them, and then I didn’t really want to stop, because I was falling in love. Victor seemed to feel the same way. He called me all the time. He bought me pretty clothes and paid for me to get my hair cut and have manicures and pedicures and days at the spa. I’d never had anyone care so much about me. I thought for sure I’d wake up any second. Then the unthinkable happened. Victor asked me to marry him. He gave me a huge diamond ring. He took me to the bridal salon to pick out my dress."


  “That was the memory you had earlier,” Jake said. “Did you marry him?"


  “No. A few days after that I found him in bed with another woman. My little fairy tale came to an abrupt end. I tried to break things off, but he begged me to reconsider. He told me that it was a mistake and he’d been drunk and it meant nothing. He still wanted me.” She stared down at her fingers, remembering how beautiful and yet how wrong the ring had looked on her finger. She’d known she was living a lie, but she hadn’t been able to stop. “Growing up without a family, I wanted to be wanted. In the beginning, when I’d go to a foster home I’d try to be perfect, so they would want to adopt me. But no one wanted to make me a permanent part of their lives. I was just a temporary guest. Victor was the first one who wanted a legal contract."


  “A legal contract based on a lie. Didn’t he ever ask to meet your family?"


  “I put him off. Victor had so much pride and money that he thought it would be fine to get married and tell them afterward. He said he wanted to pay for the wedding anyway; he wanted it to be the highlight of the Chicago wedding season."


  “So you took him back."


  She nodded. “Stupidly, yes. I didn’t realize that Victor was more than just a cheater. He was also dealing in stolen art. I thought he was a reputable businessman. I knew he had some family contacts in Russia, but I didn’t realize they were fencing stolen art from the war. Apparently it brought in millions of dollars. But that money wasn’t enough for him. Victor and his friends wanted more. So they began smuggling heroin inside the frames of the art that came into the gallery. I didn’t know it at the time. That is the truth. And I certainly didn’t imagine that men who were born into such a wonderful life would want to risk what they had to break the law, to smuggle drugs."


  She’d thought she was street-smart, but she’d been naive when it came to how the other half of the world lived. “I grew up with kids who had nothing -- who had to steal to survive. But Victor and his Harvard buddies had everything they’d ever wanted. In retrospect, I realized that they didn’t care about money, because they’d never had to earn it. I thought Victor was my ticket to a good life, the life I’d always wanted to lead, and not just because of his money, but his respectability, his family connections. I didn’t understand that evil could wear an expensive suit and have an Ivy League education. That was a shock to me."


  Sarah glanced out the window as a dozen emotions ran through her. It felt good to let it all out. She’d never told anyone the whole story of her foolish affair with one of the most dangerous men in the world, a man who now wanted her dead. Not even Andy had known everything. He’d known just enough to get him killed. She couldn’t let the same thing happen to Jake. He had to know exactly the kind of people they were up against.


  “So what happened?” Jake asked. “How did you find out what was going on? How did you end up on Victor’s hit list?"


  She turned to face him. “Two agents from the DEA approached me and told me that Victor was smuggling drugs. They presented the facts to me in such a way that they convinced me I could either be charged as an accessory and go to prison for a very long time, or I could help them set up a sting operation. They scared the hell out of me. They made it sound as if I had no choice. It was jail or turning on Victor. They said Victor was going down either way, but their way I could protect myself by helping them, and in return they would put me into the Witness Protection Program. They would give me a new identity, and I would be safe from any repercussions."


  She thought about those terrible moments of shock and fear when she’d learned the truth about Victor. “I wasn’t going to do it at first. I told them I didn’t know anything. That I couldn’t help. But they kept pushing me. They showed me a photo of a woman who’d been strangled. It was the woman I’d seen in bed with Victor. The agents told me that Victor had killed her when she found out too much. I didn’t know if they were lying or not, but I couldn’t get the image of her dead body out of my mind, and I knew they’d been together."


  Her voice caught, but she cleared her throat and kept going. “I had a date with Victor that night. I was earlier than I was supposed to be. I overheard Victor on the phone making a deal. Suddenly all the mysterious phone conversations, the people who came to the door in the middle of the night, the odd times when Victor would have to go down to the gallery to check out a shipment began to make sense. I knew deep in my heart that I’d been so caught up in my fairy tale that I’d denied what I’d seen with my own eyes. I was so afraid that night that I was going to make a mistake and Victor would know that I was considering turning against him. I thought I might just run away, not work with anyone, but then I remembered the woman and figured she’d probably tried to run, too.


  “So the next day I went back to the agents and I agreed to help. I still wasn’t sure that what I was doing was right or smart, and the next two days were really tense as I waited for them to set up the sting. They wanted to raid the art gallery just after a shipment was received. In the end they arrested Victor and his partner, Rick Adams, for drug smuggling and murder. After Victor was arrested, the U.S. Marshals whisked me away, keeping me in a safe house until I could testify. They convinced me that since Victor was in jail, I would be safe. After the trial I would be given a new identity and moved to a new location."


  “But something went wrong. Didn’t it?"


  She nodded, meeting his gaze. “Victor had a lot of connections. He was very rich. He found out where I was. Somebody leaked the information. The man I saw in my dream with the tiger tattoo on his wrist was Shane Hollis. He shot one of the guards. But there was another guard in the back room. He got into a fight with Shane, and while they were battling it out, I ran like hell. I climbed out the bedroom window and I never looked back. I knew I was on my own from then on. I couldn’t trust the police or the government or anyone. I later read in the paper that both agents had been killed. Shane had gotten away."


  “You didn’t go back to testify?” Jake asked, glancing over at her. “You didn’t tell them what you’d seen at the safe house?"


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I was too scared to go near anyone in a uniform. In the end they didn’t need my testimony. They had enough evidence without me. Another one of Victor’s Harvard buddies, Timothy Fontaine, pled out to a lesser charge in exchange for his testimony against Victor and Rick. In case you were wondering, Timothy Fontaine ended up dead six months after the trial. Apparently he wasn’t safe in Witness Protection either. I knew that Victor would keep trying to get me. I had betrayed him. And he would get his revenge. So I lived on the run, moving from town to town, state to state, changing my name, my hair color, my background. Sometimes I lost track of who I really was."


  “But you got some help."


  “From Andy Hart. He was the only one I confided in. He swore that he would never tell anyone, and I trusted him."


  “What about your other friends, Catherine and Teresa? Catherine said you never contacted her after you disappeared from Chicago."


  “I sent her a note. I didn’t want her to worry, but I guess she still did. I didn’t contact Teresa at all. It was bad enough that Andy knew where I was. I couldn’t risk any leaks, and I couldn’t put anyone else in danger. After a while, as the years passed, I started to relax. Victor was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. Nothing bad had happened in a long time. I thought maybe they’d given up on me. I was lonely and tired of running, so after about five years I went to San Francisco. Andy was there, and I thought it would be nice to live near someone I knew. That’s when I met you."


  “And lied to me, too,” Jake said grimly. “It was just another game, wasn’t it?"


  “No, it was never a game,” she denied. “I was a lot older when I met you. I had suffered for the lies I told Victor. I didn’t lie to you on a lark. I was just used to being someone else."


  “You should have told me after we moved in together, after we had a baby together."


  “I couldn’t. You were so great. I didn’t want to lose you."


  “Stop right there,” he said sharply. “I don’t want to talk about us."


  “We have to get it out."


  “Not now."


  “Okay,” she said warily. “What else do you want to know then?"


  “When did Victor get out of jail?"


  “Eight months ago, he got out on parole. I had no idea it could happen that fast or that he would have to serve only a third of his sentence. I’m sure his family was responsible for getting him released so quickly. At first I tried to tell myself that he wouldn’t come after me, that it had been too long. I went to see Andy. I confided to him my fears. He told me I should be ready to leave town just in case. He made up some fake birth certificates for Caitlyn to match my IDs. Three days later, Andy was dead. His house had been ransacked. Andy was the only one who knew where I lived."


  “So you ran."


  “Yes. I wiped our apartment clean, because I didn’t want anyone to put you and me together. I didn’t think Andy would have left any clues in his house, but I couldn’t be sure. You were out of the country. There was no one to leave Caitlyn with, so I grabbed her and I ran. I took a bus to San Mateo, another to San Jose, a third to Santa Cruz. I hid out in a motel there, thinking I would buy myself some time until you came back from your trip."


  Jake started shaking his head. “That’s enough, Sarah."


  “But, Jake, you have to know that I tried to contact --"


  “I don’t want to hear any more,” he interrupted. “I don’t know whether you’re lying or not. But I can’t drive and listen to this, and right now we need to get to Caitlyn. So just shut the hell up."


  Sarah sat back in her seat and stared out the window, knowing what she’d known all along: that Jake would never forgive her.


  Jake’s stomach was churning, his heart racing, his mind spinning with a million questions, but he couldn’t ask them now. There was a ton of midmorning traffic on the maze of LA freeways, and he needed to concentrate on getting out of town as fast as possible. He forced a lid down on the anger bubbling through his veins. He couldn’t afford to lose his cool. There was too much at stake. And while part of him did not want Sarah to utter one more word, another part of him knew he still needed more information.


  “How do you think Victor figured out that you and Andy were friends?” he asked. “You said you didn’t tell Victor about your past."


  “I didn’t, but he did have my real name, Jessica Holt. After I disappeared he must have figured out who I really was. I thought Andy was safe, because he actually lived under another name, too -- Xander Cross. But Victor’s had eight years to make the connections, and I’m sure he was extremely motivated."


  “Which means Victor probably knows where Teresa is, too."


  “I hope not,” Sarah said. “Teresa goes under the name Tracy Hutchinson."


  “Good God! Does no one live under their real name?"


  “Actually, Tracy was her real name; she just liked Teresa better, and she got married for a few years, hence the Hutchinson. Andy didn’t even know where Teresa was. Mrs. Murphy found her for me."


  “The same Mrs. Murphy who was beaten up,” Jake said, his pulse roaring again.


  “She didn’t have it written down anywhere,” Sarah protested, but he could see the uncertainty flicker in her eyes.


  “Do you know that for sure?"


  “Yes, I do. I had told her I was interested in finding Teresa, and she said she’d ask around discreetly. She gave me Teresa’s address a week before she was attacked."


  “Shane obviously traced Mrs. Murphy to you. That’s how he showed up at your apartment."


  “But he couldn’t have seen Amanda take Caitlyn to Teresa’s house, because if he had Caitlyn, he would have used her to get to me. Victor would have used Caitlyn. She’s safe. She has to be."


  “I hope you’re right."


  “I didn’t have a lot of choices after I saw Shane in LA. Maybe it was wrong to have Amanda take Caitlyn to Teresa, but I knew Shane was going to come after me again, and if I left Caitlyn behind, he’d find her. I didn’t have anyone else to turn to."


  “Except me,” he couldn’t help pointing out.


  “You were too far away. San Francisco was a seven-hour drive. I didn’t think I could get that far without a better plan."


  He wanted to argue that she could have found a way to make contact with him. She could have gone through one of his friends, called him at work. Lord knew she was creative at the lies. She could have reached him if she wanted to. But it was pointless to rehash what hadn’t happened.


  “Okay, so where were you going when Shane chased you up the coast?” he asked. “Were you heading to Catherine’s house?"


  “No. I thought Catherine would be too easy to find. She hadn’t changed her name or anything."


  “Imagine that,” he said sarcastically.


  Sarah ignored him. “I was just looking for a new safe place to hide. And I thought if Shane were still after me, at least I’d get him away from Caitlyn. I told Teresa if anything happened to me, if I died, that she should take the baby back to you."


  Jake wanted to believe that, but how could he? “Sure you did."


  “It’s true."


  She gazed at him with her heart in her beautiful blue eyes, and he forced himself to look away from her, to concentrate on the road back to his daughter.


  “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been in town when Andy died,” she murmured. “But in some ways I was glad that you weren’t, because I didn’t want you to get hurt. I didn’t want you to die, Jake. And make no mistake, Shane would have killed all three of us if he’d had the chance."


  “Don’t tell me you disappeared to protect me. What kind of man do you think I am -- that I would want to hide behind you and my daughter?” he demanded.


  “I had to make a quick decision, and you weren’t there. I had to protect Caitlyn."


  “You could have gone to the police."


  “I was in the custody of the U.S. Marshals when Shane tried to kill me. I didn’t believe I could trust anyone. Maybe it was the wrong decision,” she admitted. “But everything happened so fast, and I was terrified."


  “It was the wrong decision,” he said sharply. “And I told you I don’t want to talk about this right now."


  “You brought it back up."


  “Fine, then I’m putting it away again. I just hope to God you didn’t make another wrong decision when you left Caitlyn with Teresa."


  * * *


  Sarah hoped so, too. Every mile between LA and Santa Barbara seemed to take an eternity. When they were a few minutes away she tried calling Teresa on Jake’s cell phone, but there was no answer. It could be that Teresa was simply out of the house, maybe at the park with Caitlyn or on some other innocent outing. Even if Victor found them both, he wouldn’t necessarily know that Caitlyn was Sarah’s child. She’d colored Caitlyn’s hair before she’d taken her to Teresa’s house, turning her daughter’s blond locks an ordinary brown. And since Teresa was also a brunette, Caitlyn could easily pass for her daughter.


  “I dyed Caitlyn’s hair,” she told Jake. “It’s brown now. I wanted us to match. Just so you know."


  “I’d recognize her no matter what her hair color is."


  “What are we going to do after we get Caitlyn?"


  “Find a way out of this. I won’t have my daughter growing up in fear."


  “You have such confidence that you can change things. I lost mine a long time ago. I got it back for a while when I was with you. I thought I could have a normal life, a good life, but I screwed that up, too.” She stared out the window, half hoping Jake would say they could have that life again, but he didn’t.


  For the next ten minutes they drove in silence. Finally they neared the town of Santa Barbara. Sarah’s tension increased as they exited the freeway. Teresa lived in a modest neighborhood of Spanish-style houses with red tile roofs and neat lawns. Her two-story house was set in the middle of the block.


  Everything appeared quiet. There were no strange cars in the driveway. Why hadn’t Teresa answered her phone when her Toyota hybrid was parked in front of her house?


  Jake parked the car but put a hand on her arm as she started to get out. “Just wait a second."


  She looked around. Everything appeared normal. Getting out of the car, they walked quickly up to the front of the house. Sarah knocked on the door and was surprised to realize it wasn’t all the way closed. She pushed it open and said, “Teresa?"


  There was no answer from her friend, but at the sound of Sarah’s voice, Caitlyn let out a shrill, piercing scream.


  They ran for the stairs. Jake beat her to the top, pushing open the door to one of the bedrooms. Sarah was right on his heels.


  A second too late she realized their mistake. Her ex-lover, her worst enemy, the man she had been running from for eight long years was here in this house, and he was holding Caitlyn under one arm. In his other hand was a gun pointed straight at her sweet daughter’s head.


  “Hello, Jessica. It’s about time you got here,” Victor Pennington said. “You and I have some unfinished business.”


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  


  “Put down my daughter,” Sarah ordered, her heart in her throat as Caitlyn screamed in fury, her tiny face turning red as tears streamed down her cheeks. “You’re hurting her. Let her go."


  “I don’t think so.” Victor tightened his grip on Caitlyn. “Stop right there."


  “It’s me you want. Just put her down. I’ll do whatever you say."


  “Mama!” Caitlyn screamed, her little arms reaching out for Sarah.


  Sarah’s heart broke at the sight of her daughter’s fear and fury. “It’s okay, baby. Please, Victor, leave my child alone."


  He gave her an evil smile. “The way you left me alone? You betrayed me, Jessica. You turned on me. You became my enemy, and my enemies do not survive."


  “I had no choice. The agents blackmailed me. They said I’d go to prison if I didn’t work with them."


  “So instead you sent me to prison.” His wild eyes glittered with anger. “Does your friend here know we were lovers? Or shall I tell him in exact detail what we did in bed together?"


  Sarah licked her lips. She didn’t dare look at Jake, but she could feel the tension emanating from his body. So far he’d said nothing, but she knew he was trying to think of some way to take Victor down. He wouldn’t let Victor kill Caitlyn, not without a fight -- which scared her even more. If they weren’t careful, they could all end up dead.


  “This is between you and me,” she said to Victor.


  “You’re not going to be able to kill all of us,” Jake added.


  Victor’s thick lips tightened as he glared at Jake. “All I have to do is kill you first. Do you think Jessica can stop me from taking her life -- or your daughter’s? Quite a little family you’ve made for yourself, Jessica, while I was rotting in prison. Did you think about me? Did you really believe I was going to let you live after what you did to me?"


  “You did it to yourself. You smuggled the drugs. You fenced the art. The feds had other witnesses besides me, including Timothy."


  “Timothy paid for his betrayal, and so will you."


  “Where’s Teresa?” she asked, trying to keep him talking.


  “Your friend can’t help you. This time you aren’t going to escape. Shane is dead. Timothy is dead.


  And soon you’ll be dead, too. It’s much sweeter this way. I thought it would be enough to know you had taken your last breath, but it will be much more satisfying for me to pull the trigger. But first your friend, I think.” He pointed his gun at Jake.


  “Don’t!” Sarah cried.


  Her loud yell made Caitlyn scream. Her tiny fists swung in the air, her feet kicking wildly as she fought to get away.


  Victor had one arm around the baby, and Sarah could see that Caitlyn’s squirming was distracting Victor. Like any good toddler, Caitlyn knew instinctively how to go boneless and limp, how to use her weight to flop around like a rag doll.


  “Dammit,” Victor swore at Caitlyn. “Shut the fuck up."


  Caitlyn screamed again as Victor tried to get a better grip on her. Sarah took a step forward, unable to bear the sight of her daughter’s struggles.


  “Don’t move,” Victor said. “Or I’ll kill the baby first."


  Sarah stopped abruptly. Victor made another attempt to get a better grip on Caitlyn, but in one wild flurry of arms and legs, her daughter knocked the gun right out of Victor’s hand.


  Sarah watched in shock as the weapon flew across the room and landed on the hardwood floor, sliding on a straight path toward the bed.


  For a moment everyone froze. Then they all moved at once.


  Victor let go of Caitlyn to grab for the gun.


  As Caitlyn fell to the floor, Sarah ran to her, sweeping her up in her arms.


  Jake kicked the gun farther away from Victor and tackled him. But Victor had at least forty pounds on Jake.


  Sarah wanted to help, but she needed to protect Caitlyn first. Jake would want her to run. And that was what she would do. She turned toward the door, then gasped in horror when she realized the door was blocked.


  There was another man facing her now -- another gun pointing straight at her head. And on the man’s wrist was the tattoo of a tiger. Rick, another Harvard boy gone bad.


  Casting a quick look over her shoulder, Sarah saw Victor shove Jake against the far wall. Jake’s head bounced against it so hard a picture frame came crashing down. Jake fell to the floor while Victor staggered to his feet, blood dripping from his mouth and nose, fury in his eyes.


  Jake looked like he’d blacked out, Sarah thought as she saw his eyes flutter closed. It was over. There was no way she could escape now. They were going to die.


  “Should I shoot her?” Rick asked.


  “No, I want the pleasure,” Victor answered, wiping the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. There was an evil light in his eyes as he looked at her. “First your baby, then you."


  “You just got out of prison,” she argued desperately. “You have your life back. If you kill me they’ll track you down. You’ll go back to jail."


  Victor shook his head. “No one will ever know it was me. They’ll think it was him. Everyone knows you were running from someone -- who better than your ex-lover? Time to say good-bye, Jessica."


  Sarah couldn’t say a word. Fear paralyzed her throat. There was not a damn thing she could do to stop him. Or was there?


  She pressed Caitlyn’s tiny head against her breast. “She’s just a child. She’s innocent. Let me put her down, and then you can kill me. Please, Victor. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t kill my baby.” She knew her pleas were falling on deaf ears, but she had to try. If Victor had one ounce of humanity in him, he’d let Caitlyn go. But as she looked into his eyes, she knew that whatever humanity he’d had was long gone.


  “She has your blood, the blood of my enemy.” Victor bent down to pick up the gun that had slid halfway under the bed.


  She turned back toward Rick, hoping to find some compassion in his eyes, but they were ice-cold. The man had no heart, no soul. He’d spent just as many years in prison as Victor had. There was no way he would let her go. He would have killed her already if Victor hadn’t said he wanted to do it himself. “She’s just a baby,” she said helplessly.


  Caitlyn began to cry again, obviously sensing Sarah’s growing panic.


  And then the unthinkable happened. Dylan came out of nowhere, ramming Rick from behind, sending the large man sprawling across the room, colliding with Victor. The two men got tangled up together.


  The gun skittered out of Rick’s hand, hitting Jake in the side of the leg.


  Jake’s eyes flew open, and he scrambled to his feet.


  As Dylan went after Rick, Jake rushed Victor again.


  With the doorway free and clear, Sarah ran from the room. She had to get Caitlyn to safety. To her shock Catherine was running up the stairs, determination in her eyes, a baseball bat in her hands.


  “Take Caitlyn. Give me the bat,” Sarah said.


  “No way. She needs you, Jessica. You’re her mother. Now get the hell out of here."


  Catherine charged into the bedroom like a female warrior.


  Sarah heard a thud, then a boom as a gun went off.


  God, she prayed the bullet hadn’t hit Jake or Dylan or Catherine. She covered Caitlyn’s ear with her hand and raced toward the stairs. As much as she wanted to help, her first priority had to be Caitlyn. She had just reached the bottom of the stairs when her name was called.


  “Sarah."


  Her heart came to a thudding stop.


  Jake stood at the top of the stairs. His face was bloodied and bruised, but his eyes were triumphant. “Victor is dead."


  “What about --”


  “Knocked out,” Dylan said, dragging Catherine toward the stairs. “Thanks to our leadoff hitter here. Someone call 911. I want to make sure that guy doesn’t wake up.” Dylan headed back toward the bedroom as Catherine dashed down the stairs past Sarah, heading for the phone in the living room.


  Jake walked down the stairs, his gaze never leaving his daughter. Caitlyn was still crying, her face buried against Sarah’s breast.


  Jake looked like there were a million things he wanted to say, but no words crossed his lips. His hand came to rest gently on Caitlyn’s back. He closed his eyes as if he couldn’t believe he was touching his child again.


  Sarah felt her eyes fill with tears. She was sure Jake wanted to rip Caitlyn out of her arms and take her into his own protective embrace. But he wouldn’t do that to his child. He wouldn’t scare or hurt Caitlyn by taking her away from her mother -- the woman who had also betrayed him.


  Instead, in a move that reminded her exactly why she had loved him so much, Jake put his arms around both of them, pulling Sarah close, keeping Caitlyn between them. His forehead touched hers. She closed her eyes at the tender gesture. They were safe. They were back together -- at least for the moment.


  “Look who I found,” Catherine said, leading a dazed Teresa into the living room. “She was tied up in the kitchen."


  “Oh, my God!” Sarah whispered. Teresa had always been a short, scrappy brunette, but she looked even tougher now with a black eye and a bump the size of a golf ball on her forehead. “What did they do to you?"


  “I would have gotten away if they hadn’t double-teamed me,” Teresa complained. “At least I got a few punches in. I’m sorry, Sarah. I went outside to the garbage early this morning and they came up behind me. They told me they were only letting me live so I could keep the baby alive until you got here. That’s when I took a swing at one of them. I guess he hit me harder than he intended, because when I woke up, I was alone and tied up in the kitchen. I heard Caitlyn screaming upstairs. It scared the shit out of me. But Catherine says they’re dead -- or at least one of them is."


  “Victor is dead. The other one Catherine took out with a baseball bat. I didn’t do anything except grab Caitlyn.” Sarah realized that she had always felt so alone, but today her friends had risked their lives to save her and her daughter.


  “Hey, I saw you,” Jake said abruptly, his gaze on Teresa. He pointed a finger at her. “You were in the hospital outside of Sarah’s room a couple of days ago. I thought you were waiting for someone, but you were watching me."


  “You were there?” Sarah asked in amazement.


  Teresa nodded. “I saw the report of the accident on the news, and I came to see how you were. I left Caitlyn with my neighbor just for an hour. When I got to the hospital and realized you had amnesia, I wasn’t sure what to do. You never told me who was after you except that it was a guy, and when I saw him,” she said, tipping her head toward Jake, “I didn’t know who he was. I decided it was safer to just keep Caitlyn with me until you got your memory back. You told me not to tell anyone no matter what happened. But maybe I should have."


  Sarah shook her head. “You did the right thing. I didn’t get my memory back until this morning, when Jake found Victor’s picture on the Internet. I’m really sorry you got hurt, Teresa. I knew I was putting you in danger. I shouldn’t have done it."


  “Don’t say that. You were forced off the side of a cliff. If you’d had Caitlyn with you, who knows what would have happened? It was my fault they got in here today. I should have been more careful."


  As Teresa finished speaking, Sarah heard sirens in the distance.


  “The police,” Jake muttered. “Take Caitlyn into the living room.” He gave Sarah a gentle push.


  She hesitated. “Jake -- did you kill Victor? Or did Dylan?"


  “I did,” he said calmly. “We were fighting for the gun and it went off. The bullet hit him in the heart -- if he even had a heart."


  “I can’t believe he’s dead. Are you sure?"


  “Positive. You can take a look at him when the coroner brings him out, but right now you need to stay with Caitlyn."


  “I don’t want you to go to jail. This was my fight.


  Victor was my enemy. You’re the one who needs to take Caitlyn. I’ll say I killed Victor in self-defense. I’ll put the gun in my hand, cover your fingerprints with mine.” Her mind raced with what else should be done to protect Jake.


  Jake’s gaze searched hers in amazement. “You want to lie for me?"


  “Well, you know I’m pretty good at it,” she said, trying to make a joke, but she choked on a sob.


  “Don’t tell any more lies, Sarah. It’s time for the truth."


  “Not at your expense."


  “It’s going to be all right. It was self-defense."


  She shook her head at his naïveté. He didn’t know what he was talking about. He’d never been on the wrong side of the law. She had. “You believe the system will work, that justice will be served, but that doesn’t always happen, Jake. Sometimes the bad guys win."


  He cupped her chin with his hand. “And sometimes the good guys do. Trust me. For once in your life, Sarah, trust me."


  “I do, but --"


  Before she could finish they heard heavy footsteps on the porch. The police and paramedics had arrived. It was time to officially end her life on the run.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  


  “Hell of a day,” Dylan said as he joined Jake on the back deck of Teresa’s house just before nine o’clock that night. “Are you all right?"


  Jake glanced down at his daughter in his arms and smiled. “Better than ever."


  The past ten hours had been filled with grueling questions from both the local police and the feds, but he had finally been released. He’d come straight back to Teresa’s house, and now he was right where he wanted to be. Caitlyn had one hand on his shoulder and the other hand on the bottle of milk she was sucking down. She stared up at him with complete trust and love. He didn’t know if she remembered him or if she was just happy with her bottle, but whatever the reason for her joy, he was thrilled. His daughter was safe, and he had her in his arms, where she belonged.


  “I picked up some food,” Dylan said. “If you’re hungry. It’s inside."


  “Maybe later. Is Sarah back yet?"


  “No. She’s still down at the station."


  Jake was sorry to hear that. He wondered why they were keeping her so long. She hadn’t even been in the room when he’d shot Victor. He hoped to God that Sarah wasn’t right about the justice system not always being just. “I wish they’d release her,” he said aloud.


  “There was a time when you would have wanted them to lock her up and throw away the key."


  “It’s more complicated now,” he muttered.


  “I know. The feds want Sarah to retrace her steps since she disappeared out of Witness Protection eight years ago,” Dylan replied. “I’m sure they also want her to help them link Victor to some of the other deaths in his circle of friends.” Dylan sat down in the chair across from Jake. “I think Sarah is going to get some unexpected help in that regard."


  “What do you mean?"


  “I just checked on the condition of Victor’s buddy, Rick Adams. He has a concussion, but he’s awake. Apparently when he learned that Victor was dead, he was eager to talk about how Victor had killed off a bunch of people, including that guy you tangled with earlier, Shane Hollis. That should back up your self-defense argument.” Dylan paused, frowning at him. “By the way, you should have let me tell them I killed Victor. No one else would have known. We were the only ones in the room -- well, except for Catherine, but she wouldn’t have told."


  “I would have known,” Jake snapped back. “For God’s sake, I’m not going to let you go to prison for me. What the hell kind of brother do you think I am?"


  “You have a kid to take care of. I don’t have anyone. You have a lot more to lose than me."


  “I don’t lie. I don’t shirk my responsibility. I wouldn’t let Sarah take the fall for me, and I certainly wouldn’t let you."


  Dylan appeared surprised by his statement. “Sarah offered to take the fall for you?"


  “Yeah, before the police got there."


  “That seems out of character, but I guess neither one of us really knows who she is, do we?"


  Jake was about to agree, but the words wouldn’t come. He’d learned a lot about Sarah in the past few days, more than he’d learned in the entire two years that they were together. And now that he knew about her past, her behavior made a lot more sense. Still, he wasn’t quite ready to talk about Sarah with Dylan. He decided to change the subject. “I don’t think I said thank-you for saving my ass."


  “Sure you have -- about a dozen times. And you saved your own ass. I was just your wingman."


  “If you hadn’t come in when you did, we’d all be dead."


  “Finally, my timing was right.” Dylan’s gaze moved to Caitlyn, then back to Jake. “You look good doing that. Like a dad."


  “I’m not sure I know how to be a father. We certainly didn’t have a good example."


  “You’ll figure it out. You have a heart. Our own father didn’t. You actually love your kid."


  “More than I ever imagined. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see her again. I hope to God she never remembers being held or taunted by that bastard. When I saw him with his gun at her head, I wanted to kill him."


  “He had the gun at her head?” Dylan echoed.


  Jake nodded grimly, still remembering that moment when he’d run into the bedroom and seen his daughter’s life in jeopardy. “But this little angel here, she knocked the gun out of his hand and started screaming. I tackled him, but his buddy showed up and distracted me, and the next thing I knew I was halfway to unconscious. Then you came in. I hope Caitlyn doesn’t remember what she went through."


  “She won’t. She’s forgotten already. Look at her. She’s happy as can be."


  “I think the bottle might have more to do with her good mood than me."


  “Her hair is darker than I remember,” Dylan commented.


  “Sarah colored it so it would match her own hair and they would look like mother and daughter."


  “That woman is always thinking. I’ll give her that."


  Jake didn’t reply. His feelings were too conflicted, too confused, and he already knew Dylan’s opinion on the subject of Sarah. He just wanted to savor this time with Caitlyn. Sooner rather than later he’d have to think about what was going to happen next, but not at this moment.


  “How are Catherine and Teresa?” he asked, changing the subject. He was thankful the cops had let the women watch Caitlyn at the house while the rest of them had gone down to the station. Neither Catherine nor Teresa had seen Sarah in years, and yet when she’d needed them, they’d come through. Sarah had probably never expected that to happen.


  “Teresa has a mild concussion,” Dylan said. “She apparently isn’t the type of woman to let that get her down. She’s a female boxer, you know."


  “No kidding? She’s not that big."


  “That’s what I said, but she told me that she’s very quick and crafty,” Dylan added with a grin. “She’s a pistol, that girl. They have very different personalities, the three of them."


  “Catherine doesn’t seem to be short on courage either. She did quite a job with that bat. She took Rick Adams out with one swing."


  “She shocked the hell out of me,” Dylan admitted. “I can’t quite figure her out. She’s a vegetarian psychic with a menagerie of pets. She is innocent and wise, hard and soft all at the same time."


  Jake caught something in his brother’s voice he hadn’t heard in a while -- interest. “You got a thing for Catherine?” he asked in surprise.


  Dylan snorted. “I don’t think so. She actually claims to have had a vision about my future, something that involves two women."


  Jake laughed. “That sounds right up your alley."


  “Yeah, well, Catherine didn’t make it sound fun, more like ominous. She has this dark side to her. You should see the stuff she paints -- abstracts of evil, the essence of nightmares. It’s crazy."


  “I think I’ll pass. I’ve had enough nightmares to last me a lifetime."


  Dylan leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. “I know I was hard on Sarah. I guess there are two and sometimes three sides to every story. Something I should have learned a long time ago, considering I’m supposed to be an objective journalist."


  Jake raised an eyebrow. “You sound like you’ve changed your mind."


  “I wouldn’t go that far. Maybe I understand her a little better. What she did to you -- I still think it was wrong.” He paused, giving Jake a thoughtful look. “But my opinion isn’t important. What do you think now that you know everything?"


  Jake shook his head. “I’m done thinking for the night. I just want to enjoy being with my daughter.” He pulled Caitlyn’s blanket more tightly around her. The heat lamp on the deck provided warmth, but it was getting a little chilly. He could take her inside now. He’d wanted to keep her away from the cleanup and the chaos inside the house, but things had quieted down.


  “I’m tired, too. I’m going to turn in.” Dylan got to his feet. “Teresa generously offered me the couch in her office. She also moved the crib into the master bedroom for you or Sarah or both of you.” He cleared his throat. “Look, whatever you decide to do about Sarah, I’m behind you -- one hundred percent."


  “Thanks. The truth is, I don’t know what to do. Sarah lied to me so many times, I don’t know if I can forgive her. I don’t know if I can trust her. But I also don’t know if I can stay away from her,” he confessed. “She’s got her hooks in me. I’m not even sure I want her to let go. And then there’s Caitlyn -- how can I deprive her of her mother? When Mom left it almost killed us. How can I do that to my own child?"


  Dylan stared back at him. “I think there’s another story as to why Mom left -- why she stayed away and never once tried to see us. I’ve thought so for a long time.” He gazed down at the ground for a moment, then back up at Jake. “Catherine told me that I investigate other people’s lives so I don’t have to look too closely at my own past. That might be more perceptive than psychic, but it’s still right on the money. I’m thinking about tracking down Mom. I’ve been thinking about it for a while."


  “Really?” Jake asked, not too happy about the thought. “I don’t think that’s a good idea."


  “Why not? I’m getting good at finding people."


  “You might not want to find her. She left a long time ago, twenty-three years. She could have returned at any moment. She didn’t. Aside from a few Christmas cards and random birthday presents, she didn’t want us in her life. How could finding her now possibly make things better for any of us?"


  Dylan shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’ll think about it later. Tomorrow I need to get home and go back to work before I lose my job.” He stretched his arms over his head and let out a yawn. “Anything else I can do for you tonight?"


  “No, you’ve done more than enough,” Jake said. “The rest I have to do on my own."


  * * *


  Sarah peeked into the master bedroom on the second floor just before ten o’clock Saturday night. She couldn’t believe the police had finally let her go. She’d been afraid they would keep her overnight, and that by the time they released her Jake and Caitlyn would be gone. But here they were -- the two people she loved more than life. She blew out a breath of relief.


  Jake was stretched out on the bed on his side. Caitlyn was cuddled up next to him in the middle of the bed, her thumb in her mouth, her blanket in her hand. She was fast asleep. Jake stroked her forehead and whispered to her as he watched her breathe in and out.


  The tender sight broke what was left of Sarah’s heart. Jake had his daughter back, and he would never let her go. He was a good man. He was a great father. And he deserved to be with his child. Where did that leave her?


  Jake saw her standing in the doorway. He waved to her to come in. She moved across the room, stopping by the side of the bed across from him.


  “She called me Da-da,” Jake said, a smile on his lips. “She remembered me."


  Sarah smiled back at him, her eyes blurring with tears. She wouldn’t tell him that Caitlyn called every man she saw Da-da. She wouldn’t take this moment away from him.


  “Of course she remembered you,” Sarah said instead. “How could she forget her father?” She had spent the last few hours worrying about whether Caitlyn was at home screaming for her, but it was clear Caitlyn was happy with her dad.


  “She’s grown up so much,” Jake said. “She’s like a little person now."


  Sarah sat down on the corner of the bed and gazed at her daughter’s face. In sleep Caitlyn truly looked like an angel sent from heaven. Or maybe she’d been sent to save Sarah from herself. “Giving birth to Caitlyn is the greatest thing I’ve ever done in my life. She’s the best part of me."


  “And me,” Jake murmured.


  “I never believed I’d have a family after what happened with Victor. Once I was on the run, living my life in disguise, I thought it would be impossible to have anything close to a normal life again. I didn’t think I could trust another man, or that I could risk bringing a baby into my life. But you changed all that. The two years I spent with you were wonderful. You brought me back to life. You made me feel hope again."


  Caitlyn squirmed a little in her sleep. Sarah crawled onto the bed, stretching out on the other side of her daughter. She put her hand on Caitlyn’s forehead as her baby frowned and sucked on her thumb again. “I hope she isn’t having a nightmare. She’s been through so much today."


  “With any luck she won’t remember it."


  Sarah gazed over at Jake. “I should have brought her back to you. I don’t regret taking her when I did, because you weren’t in town, and there was no one I could trust. I had to make that decision."


  “Maybe at that moment. But in seven months, Sarah, there had to have been a time, an opportunity for you to find a way to reach me."


  “I was too busy trying to survive on my own. I thought about calling you a million times, but I kept remembering how they killed Andy. I was afraid for you, and I loved Caitlyn so much. I knew what it was like to grow up without a mother."


  “So did I,” Jake said. “Did you think I could let Caitlyn grow up without a father? You were selfish, Sarah, and you put our child in danger."


  “It wasn’t fair to you,” she agreed. “I was just in too deep. I didn’t know how to get out of the mess I was in. I kept thinking that something would change and I’d find a way to get back to you, that it would just be temporary."


  “That sounds like another lie you told yourself."


  “More like a wish. I loved you, Jake.” He looked away from her, but not before she saw something flare in his eyes. “When I met you, I was a lot older and a lot wiser than when I was with Victor. I wasn’t looking for a fairy-tale prince anymore, but the truth is, I found one. You and I had great chemistry right from the start, but there was also an emotional connection between us. I loved that you were strong and protective when it came to your family, to your brother, to your grandmother. You cared about your work and your friends. You threw your mind and body into building a dream house for us. You had values, a sense of right and wrong. You understood responsibility. I knew that I couldn’t let you get away. And that old optimistic part of myself that refuses to die told me to hang on to you as tightly as I could. I didn’t believe that I could tell you the truth and keep you. I thought you would walk away. I honestly believed that."


  Jake lifted his gaze to hers, but his expression was completely unreadable when he said, “We’ll never know, will we?"


  “No, we won’t. But while I lied to you about my past, I never lied about my feelings. I was happy with you, the happiest I’ve ever been in my life. And I didn’t want it to end, but it did. Because nothing good lasts forever."


  “Nothing good built on a lie lasts forever,” Jake corrected. “If you don’t have a strong foundation, your house falls down. That’s what happened to us. And I have to take some of the blame, because I never called you on any of the lies you told me. I never made you answer my questions. I’m a detail person in my work, but in my personal life I saw only the big picture. But you’re free now, Sarah. Victor is dead. Just about everyone else in his group is dead. You don’t have to be afraid anymore. You don’t have to lie. You can be yourself."


  “I’m not sure who I am anymore,” she confessed. “I’ve been so many people and answered to so many names. I don’t feel like Jessica or Samantha. I feel more like Sarah, but I made up that name, too."


  “If you want to be Sarah, be Sarah. It’s not your name that’s important. It’s who you are. It’s living a life of truth. A life without fear."


  She wondered if that was possible. “I’ve been scared for so long,” she said. “I can’t imagine going to bed at night and not having to worry about whether or not Victor is going to come after me. It’s hard to believe he’s dead."


  “You looked at him. You saw him."


  “It's still difficult to grasp."


  “Now you can go on with your life."


  “How?” she whispered. “How do I do that without you -- without Caitlyn? Because that’s the way you want it to be, isn’t it?"


  Jake didn’t answer for a long time. There was an expression in his eyes she couldn’t decipher. “I don’t know yet, Sarah."


  Her heart sank. “I can’t give up my child, Jake."


  “I need some time to think about the future."


  “How much time?"


  “As much time as it takes,” he said shortly. “You made your choices, Sarah, and I had to live with them. Now it’s my turn. Right now I’d like to be alone with Caitlyn."


  Sarah hesitated and then leaned over and kissed her daughter on the forehead. She rose from the bed and walked out of the room. After what she’d put Jake through, she owed him this night -- but the rest would be a battle.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  


  Sarah paused in the doorway to the living room where Catherine and Teresa were eating pizza and catching up on their lives. As usual their conversation jumped back and forth between topics, Teresa eager to express each and every opinion in her head and Catherine trying to get a word in edgewise.


  Listening to them took Sarah back to the past, when they’d gathered on Catherine’s bed late at night and talked about what they were going to do when they grew up. Teresa had wanted to be an astronaut. Catherine had always wanted to be a painter. And when Sarah had seen her own future, she’d always pictured herself with a bunch of kids. The other girls had teased her about having no ambition, but creating a family had always been her dream. Neither Teresa nor Catherine had ever been part of a real family, at least not for any length of time. Teresa had been taken away from her single mother when she was two and didn’t remember anyone. Catherine had never told them when or why she’d been taken from her parents, but Sarah had always known that something bad had happened. There was a dark sadness to Catherine that she couldn’t quite hide, but she’d always refused to talk about her past.


  Since Sarah had spent most of her life hiding her own history, she could hardly quarrel with Catherine’s decision just to keep moving forward. Sometimes there was no point to looking back. Her big mistake had been to lie. She shouldn’t have tried to be someone else. She should have had more confidence in herself.


  “There you are,” Teresa said, spotting her in the doorway. “Get in here, for God’s sake. Are you all right? What did the cops say?"


  Sarah moved into the room and sat down on the couch next to Catherine. “I have to go back in the morning to talk to some more people, but the bottom line is that I don’t think any of us are going to be charged in Victor’s death. The police seem to believe it was self-defense, and Rick has been talking about the other murders that Victor was involved in, so my fingers are crossed that it will be all right. I hope so, anyway. I certainly don’t want to see Jake arrested for murder when all he did was try to protect me, nor do I want to go to jail. But I would rather it be me than anyone else.” She paused. “How do you feel, Teresa?” She watched Teresa take the ice pack off her head with a grimace.


  “Like a big Russian guy knocked me out with the butt of his gun,” Teresa said dryly.


  Sarah smiled. Teresa was a tough-talking, no-nonsense brunette who made up for her lack of height with a generous amount of bravado. She’d missed talking to Teresa -- having her in her life. She should have left Chicago when Teresa wanted to go, but instead she’d chosen Victor -- another bad mistake. She’d certainly made a lot of them.


  “How are you?” Teresa asked.


  “Not bad."


  “Did you make things right with Jake?"


  “I’m not sure I can."


  “But you want to."


  “I really do.” She shook her head. “I don’t know that he can forgive me for what I did."


  “He sure as hell should forgive you. You were running for your life."


  “With his child under my arm. He doesn’t see it in quite the same light as me, and I can’t blame him. I did put Caitlyn in danger. I can’t deny that."


  “She would have been in danger if you’d left her with Jake,” Teresa said firmly. “Victor is the one to blame, not you. You did what you had to do."


  “Okay, my turn,” Catherine interrupted. “I want to know why you never got in touch with me, Jessica. I looked for you in Chicago. I stayed there for two weeks, searching the streets, talking to your friends."


  “I sent you a note as soon as I could,” Sarah said, knowing that what she’d done wasn’t nearly enough. But at that point she truly had been running for her life.


  “A cryptic note that you could have been forced to write at gunpoint."


  “I was afraid to make contact with you again. And for a while I couldn’t physically do it even if I wanted to. I was in Witness Protection. Then Victor sent Shane to kill me in the safe house. If he’d found me there, he could find me anywhere. I had to run. I had to stay in the shadows. I was afraid one wrong move would bring him straight to me, or to someone else I cared about."


  “You told Andy. What did you think -- that his comic-book superhero could protect you?” Catherine asked.


  Sarah saw the pain in Catherine’s eyes. So many of her decisions had hurt the people she loved. “I needed a new identity. Andy was the only one who could do that for me. But he died for it."


  “He died because of Victor,” Teresa put in again.


  “He died because he helped me,” Sarah said, “and because Victor thought Andy knew where I was. So many people have been hurt because of me, including the guards in the safe house who were supposed to protect me. And then poor Mrs. Murphy got beaten up and Amanda got burned out of her apartment. I’m like a hurricane, bringing trouble in my wake."


  “You could have brought it my way,” Catherine repeated. “I would have helped you."


  “You finally had what you wanted, the art school scholarship, the glamorous life in New York. I didn’t want to take that away from you. After a while, when things settled down, I thought about calling you, but I figured by then the damage had been done and nothing could be gained. You had your life, and I had mine, such as it was."


  “She didn’t call me either,” Teresa interjected. “Which also pisses me off. You waited eight years to get back in touch, Jessica. Way too long."


  “You were my family. And you were safe away from me. I wanted to keep it that way."


  “But you let Jake into your life,” Catherine pointed out. “You had to know it was a risk."


  “I did know it. In the beginning I told myself it was a fling, a temporary thing, but he was too great to let go,” she said with a helpless shrug. “I was being selfish hanging on to him. When I got pregnant -- oh, my God, I was terrified. It was a complete accident. I had never intended to get that involved with anyone. But I couldn’t get rid of my baby. I couldn’t walk away from Jake. That’s when I started telling myself lies -- like, It’s been five years and Victor has probably forgotten about you. And my other favorite -- Victor is in jail; he can’t hurt you now. I was an idiot. I never even considered that he could get out on parole after serving a third of his sentence.” She let out a sigh. “I don’t expect either of you to understand or forgive me."


  “I’m not judging you,” Catherine said. “I just wish I could have helped you, Jessica. I always thought of you like my little sister. And I never stopped worrying about you. I saw you in my dreams. For months I could hear your voice calling out to me. I could see you running down this street late at night, and all I could think about was how much you hated the dark."


  “That was after I ran away from the safe house,” Sarah said slowly. She’d forgotten about Catherine’s visions. She had had no idea that Catherine would have spent so much time worrying about her. They hadn’t seen each other in over a year when she’d disappeared from Chicago. She’d just assumed that Catherine would go on with her life.


  “I knew you were in danger. I felt terrible that I couldn’t help,” Catherine added.


  “Well, you helped me today. If you hadn’t hit Rick over the head with that bat, we could all be dead now. Where did you get it, anyway?"


  “Teresa’s hall closet. I was going for an umbrella, but I found something better. Dylan had told me to stay put, to call the cops, but I knew he was walking into a volatile situation. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing."


  “I never thought you had that in you,” Teresa said, amazement in her voice. “You, Catherine, were always such a pacifist, peace, love, joy, harmony. What happened to that?"


  “I’m not a pacifist when it comes to people I care about. By the way, what’s with going back to your old name, Tracy?” she asked, turning her attention to Teresa. “You hated that name."


  “I’ve been trying it out, but I think I’m going to stick with Teresa."


  “You two always thought that changing your names, or pretending to be someone else, would make a difference,” Catherine said. “It was a stupid game you played. You can’t hide from yourself. Don’t you get that?"


  Sarah glanced over at Teresa and saw the same sheepish expression in her eyes. “We get it,” Sarah said. “It just took us a while."


  “A long while,” Teresa agreed. “So what am I going to call you now?"


  She thought for a moment. “Sarah. I’m going to be Sarah, because that’s who I am to Caitlyn and to Jake, and with any luck I can keep them both in my life."


  “You will,” Teresa said with confidence.


  “And you’re keeping us, too,” Catherine said firmly. “We’re family. And now that we’re back together it’s going to stay that way. Besides, someone needs to keep you two out of trouble.” Catherine stood up and opened her arms, sending them both an expectant look.


  Teresa groaned. “We are not doing a group hug."


  “Yes, we are,” Catherine insisted. She went over to Teresa and threw her arms around her. Teresa squealed in protest.


  Sarah moved to join them. For the first time in a long time, everything was right in her world. She wondered how long it would last.


  * * *


  Sarah’s optimism faltered with the dawn of a new day. She’d received a call earlier that morning from a police detective in Los Angeles who wanted to talk to her in regard to Shane Hollis’s murder and the fire at her apartment building. He’d insisted that she come down to Los Angeles for an interview. She’d had no choice but to agree. The more crimes she could pin on Victor, the easier it would be to keep the police from being interested in prosecuting Jake for Victor’s murder. So far Jake seemed to be in the clear -- so much in the clear that the local cops had said he could return to San Francisco. And, of course, Jake wanted to take Caitlyn with him.


  He hadn’t asked her permission. He’d just started making a list of what he would need to take care of Caitlyn once he got home. Then he’d headed out to the store to pick up supplies. Those supplies were now packed in his car, and he was waiting on the sidewalk for Sarah to bring Caitlyn to him.


  Everything was changing. One chapter of her life was over and another was beginning. She’d done this before, started over, but she hated having to do it again. This time she really had no choice. She wasn’t the only one making the decisions.


  She moved slowly down the porch steps, dread and worry weighting each step. She knew she had to let Jake take Caitlyn home. He deserved time alone with his daughter, and Caitlyn needed to be somewhere settled and safe. Sarah also knew she had to go to LA and finish cleaning up the mess she’d made eight years ago. Those were the facts. The facts sucked.


  How on earth could she let Caitlyn go?


  Aside from the past few days, they’d never been apart. And having been apart had only made Sarah want to keep her daughter at her side for every second of the rest of her life.


  Caitlyn played with Sarah’s hair as she walked down the path to the sidewalk. She liked to twist her fingers in the curls, a happy little game that always made her smile.


  Sarah paused by the car and turned back around so Caitlyn could see Teresa and Catherine on the porch. “Say bye-bye,” she told Caitlyn.


  “Bye-bye,” Caitlyn said with a cheery smile, mimicking her mother’s wave.


  Sarah would have liked to play the moment out, but Jake was waiting. As she turned to him, he held out his arms.


  “I’ll take her now.” His tone was quiet and determined, as if he were afraid she was going to make a scene.


  She hesitated for a long moment, her arms instinctively tightening around Caitlyn’s small body. For seven months it had been her and Caitlyn against the world. But for those same months Jake had sweated out the nights alone in fear and worry.


  She had to let him take Caitlyn. He was a good man. He was a good father.


  She was the one who had screwed up. She was the one who had brought danger to their lives. She’d made one mistake after another. And now it was time to do the right thing -- the only thing. Still, she stalled. “She likes to sleep with her blanket at night, and if she’s fussy, you can read her a story. She likes the butterfly book or the book with the pink bears on the front."


  “I got it."


  “Oh, and if she gets really cranky, she likes the sound of the vacuum cleaner."


  Jake nodded. “Vacuum cleaner, right."


  “Applesauce. That’s her favorite after-dinner snack."


  “You wrote it all down, Sarah."


  Sarah kissed Caitlyn on the cheek, tears welling in her eyes and streaming down her face as she said, “I love you, baby. But you need to go with your daddy."


  Caitlyn’s tiny hands cupped Sarah’s face. Her daughter had no idea what was happening.


  “Mama cry,” Caitlyn said, wiping her hand across Sarah’s wet face. “Mama sad."


  “I’m okay. I’ll see you soon, baby,” Sarah said, her heart breaking in two. With one last tight squeeze, she handed Caitlyn over to Jake.


  Caitlyn, God bless her, gave Jake a happy, trusting smile, not realizing that he was about to take her away from her mother.


  Jake stroked Caitlyn’s curls as he looked at Sarah. The pulse in his neck was beating fast. “You’ll see her tomorrow, you know. I’m not going to keep you out of her life. I wouldn’t do that to you."


  “I know. It’s just difficult. We still haven’t talked about how we’re going to take care of her in the future. There’s so much we haven’t discussed. This is happening so fast. I’m not ready."


  “We’ll talk when you get to San Francisco.” Jake cleared his throat. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll work it out."


  “Drive carefully,” she said.


  “I will.” Jake put Caitlyn into her seat and strapped her in. When he got out of the car he gave Sarah a reassuring look. “Don’t worry, Sarah. She’ll be safe with me."


  “I know that. I trust you. I do."


  Jake started to say something and then changed his mind. He walked around the car and got in. He started the engine and pulled away quickly, giving her no chance to beg him to stay.


  Catherine and Teresa came down the path. Sarah saw the questions in their eyes. They didn’t understand her actions, but they would support her anyway. “I have to give him this time. I owe him."


  “You’re so strong now,” Catherine commented. “The little girl who used to crawl into my bed at night is all grown-up and braver than I could ever be."


  “I’m not brave. I’m really not.” But Sarah waited until Jake’s car had turned the corner before she sank into Catherine’s loving arms and cried her heart out.


  “It will be all right,” Catherine said soothingly.


  “You’ll figure out a way to make it all work. Jake seems like a good guy,” Teresa put in. “And if he tries to take sole custody from you, we’ll kick his butt."


  “He is a good guy,” Sarah said, sniffing as she tried to pull herself together. “He’s the best. I ruined everything. I had the perfect family."


  “Oh, sweetie,” Catherine said with a sad smile. “Don’t you know yet that perfect doesn’t exist?"


  “I still want it to."


  “Cinderella and the prince -- your favorite fairy tale,” Teresa said. “How about we get some breakfast before I drive you to LA?"


  “Are you sure you want to do that? I can rent a car."


  “Do you actually have an ID?” Teresa asked.


  “Come to think of it, no, but I do have cash.” And now she remembered where she’d gotten the cash. She’d never put any of her paychecks into the bank. She’d cashed them and kept the money in the heater vent with her IDs. She wondered what it would be like to live her life above ground again, to be able to walk freely down the street, not be concerned whether anyone was following her. She couldn’t even imagine it.


  “I’ll drive you,” Teresa said. “It will be fun. A road trip."


  “I’m coming, too,” Catherine said.


  “I don’t know why you’re both being so nice to me.” Sarah shook her head. “I don’t deserve it."


  “Yes, you do. You’re a good person,” Catherine stated firmly. “Don’t forget that. Every decision you made, you made out of love."


  Before Sarah could reply a car came around the corner, a very familiar car. She straightened in alarm.


  Jake pulled up in front of them and jumped out of the driver’s seat. He dashed across the sidewalk.


  “What’s wrong?” Sarah asked as he jogged toward her. “Did you forget something?"


  “Yes, dammit. You. I forgot you.” He grabbed her by the arms and kissed her long and hard on the lips. “I can’t leave you behind. I can’t do it."


  She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You still want me?"


  “With every breath I take.” His eyes burned with desire and need. “You are connected to me, Sarah. I can’t let you go. I don’t know how I thought I could."


  “Oh, Jake,” she whispered. “How can you forgive me?"


  “Because I can. Because I want to. Because you’re the woman I love."


  “Still? After everything?"


  “The truth is that I never stopped loving you,” he said, gazing into her eyes. “Even when I hated you, I loved you. You got under my skin. You haunted my dreams."


  She put her hands on his face and let all of her emotions show. There was no more need to be guarded, to try to protect her heart. She’d already given it to him. “I love you, too, Jake. I always did. I never lied about that. If you’ll give me a second chance, I’ll do better."


  “So will I.” He pulled her up against his chest. “It wasn’t all you, Sarah. I have to share some of the blame for not wanting to rock the boat. But we can start over. We can get it right. We know who we are now. The last few days I fell in love with the real you, the one who couldn’t hide from me. There are no more lies between us. And that’s the way it’s going to stay."


  “I can’t believe you still want me."


  “I do. Forever."


  She kissed him lovingly on the mouth, tasting the truth on his lips, and nothing had ever tasted sweeter.


  “I have to go to LA,” she said, breaking away. “Damn, I can’t believe I have to go to LA now."


  “Caitlyn and I will go with you, and when you’re done there we’ll go home together. We’ll finish building our house. And when we both know the time is right, we’ll get married."


  “That plan sounds perfect,” she said as he kissed her again and again and again. Finally, laughing and breathless, she pulled away. “Caitlyn,” she started to say.


  “I’ve got her,” Teresa said, holding Caitlyn in her arms. “Although, if this is going to get X-rated, you might want to take it inside."


  Sarah smiled as tears of pure joy now filled her eyes. She took Caitlyn from Teresa, and she and Jake wrapped their arms around their daughter. They were going to be a family after all.


  “Well, Sarah,” Catherine said, “I think you finally got your happily ever after."


  “I think I did,” she said, meeting Jake for another kiss, another promise for the future.


  Epilogue


  


  


  Two months later


  


  Jake and Sarah said their wedding vows just before sunset in the garden of a beautiful mountain lodge overlooking Lake Tahoe. Teresa stood up for Sarah, while Dylan offered his services as best man. Catherine held a squirmy, giggling Caitlyn on her lap while the minister blessed the union between Caitlyn’s parents. It was a damn Hallmark card moment, Dylan thought, as he watched his brother and Sarah share their first kiss as husband and wife.


  He followed them down the aisle and was the first to offer his big brother a hug and congratulations in the receiving line. Then he kissed Sarah on the cheek. “You got yourself a good guy. Treat him right."


  “I know it,” she said, a loving smile on her lips as she glanced back at Jake. “He’s the best."


  “So are you,” Jake replied.


  “You two are sickeningly happy,” Dylan said. “I’m going to get a drink -- a strong one."


  “Your turn next,” Jake said with a grin.


  “Dream on, brother. Not everyone wants to have a ball and chain strapped around his ankle. No offense, Sarah."


  She laughed, as Dylan had known she would. In the past couple of months he’d come to know his new sister-in-law a lot better, and she had an amazingly good sense of humor, especially about herself. She’d stripped the murky brown color from both her hair and Caitlyn’s, returning them to their natural blond beauty. She had also decided to keep the name Sarah and, in fact, had legally changed her name to Sarah Jessica Sanders, combining her present, her past, and her future. Since Jake had forgiven her for putting him through seven months of torture, Dylan had forced himself to let go of any lingering resentment. As long as Jake was happy, that was really all that mattered.


  “Thanks for being my best man,” Jake said.


  As he left the receiving line, Dylan wandered over to the bar, grabbed a seat, and ordered a shot of Jack Daniels. He enjoyed the burn as the liquor slid down his throat. After draining the glass, he immediately ordered another. He didn’t like weddings, and usually avoided them at all costs, but this one he hadn’t been able to miss. He was thankful that he’d finished his formal duties as best man. He just had to get through the next hour before he could call it a night.


  Glancing across the room, he watched Jake and Sarah share their first dance on the back deck of the Woodlake Mountain Lodge. In the glow of candlelight and the backdrop of the purple-blue twilight sky, they looked exceedingly happy, as if the past year hadn’t tested their love in every possible way. But they’d come through the bad times. From here on out, it would be nothing but smooth sailing -- at least Dylan hoped so. He smiled as Teresa brought Caitlyn to the dance floor. Jake’s eighteen-month-old blond angel was the hit of the wedding, and as usual Caitlyn wanted to be part of the action. Jake swung his baby daughter into his arms, and the three of them danced together like the family they were.


  Dylan tossed another shot down his throat, pushing back the ridiculous thought that he was jealous of their happiness. While he loved his brother, he did not yearn for marriage and a family of his own. Having grown up in a broken home, he didn’t intend to repeat the experience. Although he hoped Jake and Sarah would make it, and that they would beat the odds of divorce.


  A cool evening breeze blew through the open patio doors, drawing goose bumps down his arms. However, it wasn’t the wind that put his nerves on edge; it was the woman who slid onto the bar stool next to his.


  “Are you drinking to your brother’s happiness or to the demise of yet another bachelor?” Catherine Hilliard asked.


  He ordered another shot as he considered the woman next to him. Catherine had cleaned up pretty well since their first meeting. There were no paint spatters on her clothes today, and instead of bare feet, she had on a pair of very high heels. She wore a gorgeous, sexy black dress with a low-cut halter top that showed off her beautiful breasts. He loved the way the freckles danced across her chest. He had the sudden urge to see whether she had freckles all over her body.


  He tugged on his tie, feeling tightness in his chest at the very bad ideas flooding through his brain. Catherine was an old friend of Sarah’s and, as far as he was concerned, off-limits, not to mention the fact that she was a little on the crazy side. He was grateful for her help in getting Sarah and Jake back together, but he didn’t intend to have any kind of personal relationship with her.


  “Hello,” Catherine said pointedly. “You’re staring."


  “You’re stunning,” he replied, unable to stop the words from crossing his lips.


  She gave him a quick smile. “That’s a good start to the conversation. The wedding was lovely, didn’t you think? Jake and Sarah make a good match. I think they have a chance."


  “A chance, huh? That’s an enthusiastic endorsement,” he said dryly, hearing the same note of cynicism that echoed through his own head.


  Catherine shrugged. “I haven’t seen a lot of happy marriages in my time."


  “Neither have I. So, how have you been? Painting a lot?"


  “Every night. I even painted you."


  He raised an eyebrow. “No kidding? Do I want to see it?"


  Her smiled widened. “Maybe I’ll show you sometime."


  “I don’t get down the coast much."


  Catherine accepted a glass of champagne from the bartender. “I brought the painting with me. I wanted to work on it some more. I’m staying here at the lodge for a few days. The mountains are beautiful. The air is clear and fresh, and everywhere I look the view is dazzling. It’s not the ocean, but the lake has a peacefulness about it, a depth and a secrecy that appeal to me."


  Dylan didn’t see the lake the way she did, but he had always enjoyed Tahoe. For years he and Jake had come here with friends or family members to escape the overbearing presence of their father, who luckily for them never left the city. Dylan wasn’t surprised Jake had wanted to get married here. It was a good start to his new life, although Jake and Sarah wouldn’t be staying in Tahoe long. They were taking a late-night flight to Hawaii, where they would spend the week with Caitlyn, as well as Teresa, who’d offered to babysit. Dylan thought having a baby and a babysitter along on a honeymoon would cramp his style, but neither Sarah nor Jake had wanted to be away from Caitlyn for even a day.


  “What about you?” Catherine asked, interrupting his thoughts. “Are you staying past the weekend?"


  “I leave in the morning."


  “Are you sure?"


  His gaze narrowed. “What does that mean?"


  Her dark blue eyes grew mysterious. “Do you remember what I told you about the two women entering your life? It starts here."


  “What starts here?” he began, and then quickly backtracked. “You know what? I don’t want to know. I don’t believe in your psychic visions. I’m sorry. That’s just the way it is."


  “I understand,” she said, raising her glass to her lips.


  He didn’t like the look in her eyes. He told himself to forget what she’d said. She was just trying to yank his chain.


  Someone took the seat on the other side of him. A waft of familiar perfume made his head turn. The brunette gave him a big smile. Damn, he was in trouble.


  Catherine leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Be careful, Dylan. She’s one of them."


  “Who’s the other one?” he asked as she walked away. Catherine didn’t reply. It didn’t matter. He had a feeling he already knew the answer. But he was not going to let Catherine’s words get him going. He’d just finished solving one mystery. He had no intention of starting another one.


  


  


  The End


  READER'S GUIDE


  


  


  1. In Silent Run, Sarah wakes up in the hospital with no memories. She has to figure out who she is from clues that include her clothes, what's in her pocket, what she looks like, how the people around her treat her.


  


  If you suddenly woke up with no memories, do you think you would be able to figure out your identity from the material clues in your life? What do you think would be the most important clue: How you're treated by others, or what you possess?


  


  


  2. As Jake tries to help Sarah regain her memory, he begins to realize that he had no idea who she was, that he didn't ask questions, that they didn't fight, that their life was too perfect. He chose to accept the picture Sarah was portraying because he didn't want to dig deeper.  He liked the woman he had, so he pushed away any niggling doubts about her behavior.


  


  Do you think this is common for most couples? Do we overlook what we don't want to see? Do we skip asking questions because we don't really want the answer?


  


  


  3. Sarah chose to take Caitlyn and run from her husband, knowing that she was taking her child into danger. She had a good reason at the initial moment when she chose to run, because she had no one she could trust to keep Caitlyn safe. But what about later?


  


  Was Sarah wrong to keep Caitlyn from her husband? Do you think she was acting selfishly? Or did Sarah's experience growing up without a mother justify her motivation for not wanting to give up her child?


  


  


  4. Theresa keeps Caitlyn even though she realizes Sarah has amnesia. She made a promise to keep Caitlyn safe no matter what happened.


  


  Do you think Theresa should have gone to the police after Sarah's accident? Or was she right to stay silent, protect Caitlyn, remain loyal to Sarah? How far should a friend go to keep a promise?


  


  


  5. When Jake finally gets Caitlyn back, he can't imagine how he can spend one minute without her. Yet, Caitlyn needs her mother, too.  And despite everything, he loves Sarah, even though she has made some big mistakes. In the end, he takes Sarah back. He forgives her. And accepts her for who she is. And he realizes that he loves the woman she really is even more than the woman she was pretending to be.


  


  Do you think Jake did the right thing? Would you have been able to forgive in the same situation?


  


  


  I hope you all enjoyed SILENT RUN. If you would like to print out this Reader's Guide, please visit my website.
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  Prologue


  


  


  Golden Gate Park, San Francisco


  


  She was going to die. The terrifying thought made her stumble, her spiked heel catching in a crack in the pavement. She fell forward, breaking her fall with her hands. Tiny pebbles of cement burned into her palms and her knees. For a moment she was tempted to quit. She was so cold and so tired, but if she stopped now he’d catch her, and there would be no tomorrow, no second chance.


  Forcing herself back to her feet, she pulled off her broken shoes and headed deeper into the park. The grass was wet beneath her feet, the midnight fingers of fog covering everything within reach with a damp mist. Her hair curled around her face as the wet spray mixed with the tears streaking down her cheeks.


  She’d never been a crier, but this was too much. She’d never felt so alone or in such mortal danger.


  Everywhere she turned, he followed. She couldn’t seem to get away. How did he keep finding her?


  Even now she could hear the footsteps behind her, the crack of twigs, the sound of a distant car. Was it him?


  She probably should have stayed on the city streets, but she’d thought the tall trees and the thick bushes of the park would offer her protection, a place to hide. Now she realized how desolate the area was at night. There were no people, no businesses to run into. She was completely on her own.


  She gasped and stopped abruptly as a shadowy figure came out of the undergrowth. Her heart thudded against her chest. The man walked toward her, one hand outstretched. His clothes were old and torn, and his face was covered with a heavy beard. He wore a baseball cap, and a backpack was slung over one shoulder. He was probably one of the homeless people who set up camp in the park at night. Or maybe not...


  "Hey, baby, give me a kiss," he said in a drunken slur.


  "Leave me alone." She put up a hand to ward him off, but he kept moving forward.


  "I’m just being friendly. Come on now, sweetheart."


  Turning, she ran as fast as she could in the other direction, hearing him call after her. She didn’t know if he was following her or not, and she was too terrified to look, so she left the sidewalk and moved deeper into the park, looking for a little corner in which to hide. Her side was cramping and her feet were soaked. She desperately needed to find some sanctuary. Branches scraped her bare arms and face, but she kept going. It was so dark in the heavy brush that she could barely see a foot in front of her. Tall trees and fog had completely obliterated the moonlight.


  Fortunately she had her hand out in front of her when she ran into a cement wall that rose several stories in the air. She must have hit the side of one of the park buildings. Pausing, she caught her breath and listened. She could hear nothing but her own ragged breathing. Maybe she was safe, at least for the moment.


  Leaning back against the cold cement, she pondered her next move, but she didn’t know what to do, how to escape. She was out of options.


  How had she come to this? Running for her life and all alone? This was not how it was supposed to go. This was Dylan’s fault. He’d put her in this situation, and dammit, where the hell was he?


  But she couldn’t count on him to rescue her. She had to find a way out on her own. She couldn’t let things end like this. She’d fought for her life before, and she’d won. She would do it again.


  Her heart stopped as a nearby branch snapped in two. A confident male whistle pierced the silent night. Whoever was coming didn’t care if she heard him or not. The bushes in front of her slowly parted. Terror ran through her body. There was nowhere left to run.


  Chapter One


  


  


  Two days earlier - Lake Tahoe, Nevada


  


  Dylan Sanders took a shot of Jack Daniels from the bartender, enjoying the burn as the liquor slid down his throat. After draining the glass, he immediately ordered another. He didn’t like weddings and usually avoided them at all costs, but this one he hadn’t been able to miss, because he was the best man. He was thankful that he’d finished his formal duties. He just had to get through the next hour before he could call it a night.


  Glancing across the room, he watched his brother, Jake, and Jake’s bride, Sarah, share their first dance on the back deck of the Woodlake Mountain Lodge. In the glow of candlelight and against the backdrop of the purple-blue twilight sky, they looked exceedingly happy, as if the past year hadn’t tested their love in every possible way. But they’d come through the bad times. From here on out, it would be nothing but smooth sailing -- at least he hoped so. He smiled as one of Sarah’s friends brought his niece, Caitlyn, to the dance floor. Jake’s eighteen-month-old blond angel was the hit of the wedding, but as usual she wanted to be part of the action. Jake swung his baby daughter into his arms, and the three of them danced together like the family they were.


  Dylan tossed another shot down his throat, pushing back the ridiculous thought that he was jealous of their happiness. While he loved his brother, he did not yearn for marriage and a family of his own. He’d grown up in a broken home, and he didn’t intend to repeat the experience. Although he sincerely hoped Jake and Sarah would make it, that they would beat the odds of divorce and that they would never fall out of love the way his own parents had.


  A cool evening breeze blew through the open patio doors, drawing goose bumps down his arms, but it wasn’t the wind that had put his nerves on edge. It was the beautiful redhead who slid onto the bar stool next to him.


  "Are you drinking to your brother’s happiness or to the demise of yet another bachelor?" Catherine Hilliard asked.


  Dylan set his glass on the bar. Catherine had cleaned up pretty well since their first meeting two months earlier, when she’d helped him find Sarah. There were no paint spatters on her clothes today, and she’d covered her bare feet in a pair of high heels. She wore a gorgeous, sexy black dress with a low-cut halter top that showed off her beautiful breasts. He loved the way the freckles danced across her chest. He had the sudden urge to see if she had freckles all over her body.


  He tugged on his tie, feeling tightness in his chest at the very bad ideas flooding his brain. Catherine was an old friend of his new sister-in-law, and as such she was off-limits, not to mention the fact that she was more than a little quirky, with her passion for painting gruesome pictures and her claim that she was psychic. But despite her eccentricities, Catherine had a big heart and a fierce loyalty to her friends, which he found far too appealing.


  "Hello," Catherine said pointedly. "You’re staring."


  "You’re stunning," he replied, unable to stop the words from crossing his lips.


  She gave him a quick smile. "That’s a good start to the conversation. The wedding was lovely, didn’t you think? Jake and Sarah make a good match. I think they have a chance."


  "A chance, huh? That’s an enthusiastic endorsement," he said dryly, hearing the same note of cynicism that echoed through his own head.


  Catherine shrugged. "I haven’t seen a lot of happy marriages in my time, but if anyone can make it, they can."


  "So, how have you been -- painting a lot?"


  "Every night. I even painted you. It’s been quite a challenge."


  He raised an eyebrow. "No kidding? Do I want to see it?"


  Her smile widened. "Maybe I’ll show you sometime."


  "I don’t get down the coast much." Catherine lived in San Luis Obispo, three hours away from his apartment in San Francisco, which provided a nice buffer zone. He had to admit she’d crossed his mind more than once in the past six weeks, but fortunately he had been busy with his work as an investigative reporter for KTSF Television News in San Francisco.


  Catherine accepted a glass of champagne from the bartender. "I brought the painting with me. I wanted to work on it some more. I’m staying here at the lodge for a few days. I figured with a Friday-night wedding, it was only fitting that I get a weekend retreat in the woods."


  "Who’s watching your menagerie of pets?" he asked. "I can’t imagine you leaving them alone." Catherine shared her home with two cats, two dogs, and a very annoying and talkative bird. In some ways he envied her little zoo. He’d never been allowed to have a pet growing up, and watching her with her golden retrievers on the beach behind her house had made him feel like he’d missed out. Of course, he’d missed out on a lot of things besides having a pet. That had been the least of his problems.


  "My neighbor, Lois, watches them when I’m gone. I will miss them, but the mountains are beautiful, and I haven’t been away on my own for a while. Besides, the lake has a peacefulness about it, a depth and a secrecy that appeal to me. I want to soak it all in for a few days."


  Dylan didn’t see the lake the way she did, but he had always enjoyed Tahoe. For years he and Jake had come to the lake with friends or family members to escape the overbearing presence of their father, who luckily never left the city. Dylan wasn’t surprised Jake had wanted to get married here. It was a good start to his new life, although Jake and Sarah wouldn’t be staying long. They were taking a late-night flight to Hawaii to begin their honeymoon.


  "What about you?" Catherine asked, interrupting his thoughts. "Are you staying through the weekend?"


  "I leave in the morning."


  "Are you sure?"


  His gaze narrowed. "What does that mean?"


  Her dark blue eyes grew mysterious. "Do you remember what I told you about the two women entering your life, one bringing danger, the other salvation? I think it starts here."


  "What starts here?" he began, and then quickly backtracked. "You know what? I don’t want to know. I don’t believe in your psychic visions. I’m sorry. That’s just the way it is."


  "I understand," she said, raising her glass to her lips.


  He didn’t like the look in her eyes. He told himself to forget what she’d said. She was just trying to yank his chain.


  Someone took the seat on the other side of him. A waft of familiar perfume made his head turn. The brunette gave him a big smile. Damn, he was in trouble.


  Catherine leaned over and whispered in his ear, "Be careful, Dylan. She’s one of them."


  "Who’s the other one?" he asked as she got up and walked away. Catherine didn’t reply. He had a feeling he already knew the answer. But it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t let her crazy words rattle him. His life was going great, and he didn’t intend to let anything or anyone change that.


  "We need to talk, Dylan."


  Dylan turned his head and stared into the bright brown eyes of a woman he’d never thought he’d see again, Erica Layton. Six weeks earlier they’d shared a night -- a rather drunken night, and one he preferred to forget. He didn’t usually sleep with his sources, and he shouldn’t have slept with Erica, but a late-night celebration had somehow landed him in bed with her. And now she was here with an expectant expression on her face. This couldn’t be good, and he didn’t need a psychic to tell him that.


  Erica handed him a glass of champagne.


  "What’s this?" he asked.


  "We’re celebrating your brother’s wedding. Cheers." Erica tipped her glass to his.


  He reluctantly took a sip. "What are you doing here? You weren’t on the guest list."


  "I’ve been calling you for the past two weeks, but you haven’t returned my calls," she complained.


  "I was busy."


  "You weren’t too busy for me when you needed my help."


  He sighed at the sharp tone in her voice. "I appreciate all the help you gave me, Erica, but if you were looking for something more, it’s not going to happen." He was surprised that he even had to tell her that. Their one encounter had been mutually satisfying, but certainly not the beginning of a relationship. And Erica had understood that. He would have sworn she’d understood. He never got involved with women who didn’t know the score.


  Erica frowned, and her face went from pretty and edgy to hard and brittle. There was a wild gleam in her eyes that made him uneasy. Was she on something?


  "We need to talk," she repeated.


  His gut twisted at the purpose in her words. A quick mental calculation reminded him that when a woman you’d slept with six weeks earlier suddenly wanted to talk, there was a good chance it had something to do with a baby. But they’d used protection. He’d been stupid to sleep with her, but he hadn’t been completely careless. Still, his niece, Caitlyn, was a prime example that condoms didn’t always work. He gulped down another swallow of his champagne.


  He did not want to have this conversation now. His career was flying. He’d just broken one of the biggest stories of his life. He was on the fast track to success. Everything was going as planned. The last thing he needed was a complication -- a baby. His glance drifted down Erica’s body. She looked as thin as ever in a short red cocktail dress that was now hitched up to mid thigh. Her legs were bare, her skin tan, her feet strapped into a pair of red stilettos. A sheer red scarf was draped around her shoulders. She didn’t look pregnant, but if she was, he might as well face it head-on.


  "All right, talk," he ordered, never one to shy away from a problem. Whatever it was, he’d deal with it.


  Erica hesitated, her gaze darting around the room. "Not here. It’s too crowded. Take a walk with me."


  He didn’t want to go anywhere with her, but he also didn’t want to have a private conversation in a public place. Nor did he want to worry his brother or upset the wedding reception by getting into what could be a volatile conversation with Erica. She wasn’t exactly the calmest, most reasonable woman he’d ever met. Even now her fingers tapped nervously on the top of the bar, and she kept glancing around as if she were afraid someone was watching her, watching them.


  Maybe he was off base. Maybe this wasn’t personal. Erica had a way of getting herself into trouble without really trying. He’d learned that about her when she’d helped him link a state senator to murder. He owed her for that. The least he could do was listen to her now.


  "Does this have to do with Senator Ravino?" he asked, lowering his voice.


  She licked her lips. "Of course not. He’s in jail, awaiting trial."


  "I know, and you helped me and the police put him there. Has he tried to contact you? Are you feeling threatened in some way?"


  "The police say I’m in no danger, but I know the senator better than anyone. He has a lot of connections outside prison."


  "What do you need from me?"


  "I need to talk to you," she said, sounding desperate. She slid off her stool. "Are you coming?"


  "All right." He finished the rest of the champagne and stood up.


  "There’s a path we can take," Erica said as they walked out of the bar and through the lobby of the lodge. "It winds along the mountain, and there’s a spectacular view of the lake."


  "How do you know that?"


  "I got here earlier. I had a chance to explore." She gave him a look he couldn’t decipher and then led him out a side door.


  Nestled in the High Sierras and surrounded by tall ponderosa pines, the Woodlake Mountain Lodge was perched on a steep hillside overlooking the glistening waters of Lake Tahoe. Adjoining the main building of the lodge were a dozen small, rustic cabins.


  "That’s my cabin over there." Erica pointed to a nearby building. "I didn’t want to drive down the mountain after dark, so I got a room. Are you in the main lodge?"


  "Yes. Why did you come here, Erica? You could have contacted me in San Francisco. You know where I live." It didn’t make sense to him that she would have come all the way to Tahoe to talk to him.


  "Let’s go this way," she said, taking a path to the right. "I knew I would have to surprise you, or you’d find an excuse to avoid me."


  "You should have waited until after my brother’s wedding. This is a big day for him."


  "You don’t care about weddings, Dylan."


  "When they involve my brother, I do."


  She rolled her eyes. "Right," she said, a cynical note in her voice.


  Dylan stopped abruptly, losing patience. "Look, whatever you have to say, just say it. It’s getting dark, and I don’t feel like getting lost in the woods with you."


  "Let’s walk to the end of the path. There’s a bench. We can sit." She proceeded without waiting for him to answer.


  The cement walkway was lined with small lights every ten feet or so, but as the path turned into dirt the lights disappeared and dark shadows surrounded them. He tried to call out to Erica to stop, but she was moving at a good clip, and his tongue felt thick in his head. He must have had more to drink than he’d realized.


  Where the hell was the bench Erica wanted to reach? His legs felt strangely fatigued, and the scenery began to spin in front of his eyes. It took everything he had to put one foot in front of the other. What was wrong? A sick, queasy feeling swept through him. He stumbled and almost fell, but he caught himself at the last minute. He put his hand on the trunk of a nearby tree to steady himself.


  "Erica," he mumbled, forcing the word out.


  She turned to stare back at him, but she made no move to come to his side.


  "Help me." He tried to lift his arm, but it was too heavy.


  "This is your fault, Dylan," she said. "I had no choice. I had nowhere else to turn."


  No choice? What was she talking about?


  "It always comes down to every man for himself. You said so yourself, Dylan. Now it’s my turn to look out for me."


  She took a few steps backward. She was getting awfully close to the edge of a very steep cliff. He wanted to warn her to stay back, but he couldn’t get the words out. The landscape took another wild spin.


  She’d drugged him, he realized, suddenly remembering the overly sweet taste of the champagne. Why? What the hell did she want? Before he could ask her, his legs gave way and the world went black.


  * * *


  Catherine Hilliard awoke in the middle of the night, her heart racing and sweat dampening her cheeks. The digital clock read four-forty-four. Every night for the past two months she’d woken up with terror flooding through her body like a tidal wave threatening to take her under. The screams of the past ran through her head, a maddening refrain that she feared she would never forget and yet never fully remember.


  The events of one night had been lost in her subconscious for twenty-four years. And every few years the nightmares came back, torturing her for weeks at a time and then disappearing as quickly as they’d come. But this time was different. The dreams were getting worse, and the fear was relentlessly increasing with each passing night, as if something were coming for her, something horrific.


  Scrambling out of bed, she did the only thing she could do to take the fear away. She painted.


  On the easel a blank canvas waited. She picked up her brushes and opened her mixed paints, finding comfort in the familiar actions. Dipping her brush into the paint, she paused for a second and then put the brush to the canvas. The nightmare in her mind took shape with bold, dark swaths of color, red, green, black, blue. She barely breathed as the fear seeped out of her with each swipe of the brush. She never knew what would come out of her subconscious. Finally, shaken and drained, she set down her brush and backed away.


  The picture she’d painted would make no sense to anyone. It was a mess of lines and shapes, collisions of color, but in the abstract images she thought she could see a face haunted by fear, dark eyes filled with terror, a mouth pleading for help. And deep down she believed she was supposed to help, but she didn’t know how.


  Sitting on the edge of the bed, she let out a sigh as she studied her picture from afar. Calmer now, she tried to analyze what she’d done, the way she did every night, but the turmoil in her brain was as confusing as always.


  She’d been six years old when her life had changed forever, when her reality had become a nightmare, when the bad dreams had begun. The police had wanted to know exactly what she’d seen that night, but she couldn’t tell them. A therapist had given her paper and crayons and told her to draw, so she’d drawn, but the images hadn’t made any sense then, nor did they now. And since that day she hadn’t been able to stop drawing. Art had become her refuge, her passion, and her way of making a living. If she couldn’t paint, she didn’t think she could live.


  During the daylight hours she could draw beautiful pictures, landscapes, flowers, happy people -- but at night, after the dreams came, her paintings became monstrosities as she was driven to put brush to canvas in a desperate effort to free herself from the endless nightmares.


  She’d tried changing her environment, but that hadn’t worked. As a child she’d lived in eight different foster homes, and the nightmares had always found her. As an adult she’d tried three different cities and rented more than a few apartments before settling into her current beach cottage, but the dreams always returned.


  Of course, there were months when she slept undisturbed. She wished for the relief of those dreamless nights. The longest she’d gone without a nightmare was six years. She’d thought they were over. Then they’d returned, and she’d realized she would never be free until she did something....


  She had the sense that she was meant to act in some way -- only then would she be able to escape. But what was she supposed to do? She didn’t know. Nor did she recognize the abstract faces of the people she painted. They called out to her, but she couldn’t answer, because she didn’t know who they were.


  Although tonight she couldn’t help wondering if the face in her picture belonged to the woman who’d approached Dylan in the bar. There was a faint resemblance, wasn’t there? Maybe she was just imagining it. Or perhaps she’d painted the woman’s face because she’d seen her in her head, when she’d had a brief glimpse into Dylan’s future -- a future that seemed to include her. Not that she wanted to be included. She had a feeling Dylan was heading for trouble, and the last thing she needed was more trouble in her life.


  Getting up, she walked over to the window and drew back the curtain. Her room was located on the top floor of the three-story lodge and had a direct view of the lake several hundred yards below. The water shimmered in the light of a full moon. The tall pine trees that covered the hillside swayed in the breeze like giant monsters. A shiver ran down her spine. She believed in connections, in fate and destiny. Nothing happened by chance. There was always a purpose. A long-ago childhood psychiatrist had told her that sometimes bad things just happened, and she had to stop looking for reasons, but Catherine hadn’t believed the doctor then, nor did she buy into that philosophy now. Which was why she couldn’t ignore the fact that something was wrong.


  Crossing her arms over her chest, she felt a cold draft through her thin camisole top and silky shorts. She hoped her sense of impending doom didn’t have anything to do with Sarah. Her friend deserved to be happy after everything she had been through the past few years. And Jake and Sarah and their daughter were on their way to Hawaii, to the land of swaying palm trees, soft, warm breezes, and blue skies. They were fine. They had to be.


  She drew in a deep breath and then slowly let it out. She repeated the action several more times. Usually painting her nightmares tired her enough so that she could sleep until morning. Tonight she still felt edgy, as if she were waiting for something else to happen. She walked over to the valise set against the wall and pulled out another painting, a portrait this time....


  Dylan stared back at her with his golden brown eyes that were a mix of mystery, pain, amusement, and cynicism. She’d worked hard to capture the complexity of his eyes, the proud strength of his jaw, and the hint of wariness that was usually present in his expression, as well as the cocky smile that could also be kind, but she didn’t think she had it quite right yet. They’d spent only a few days together two months earlier, when Dylan had asked for her help in finding Sarah and Jake’s daughter, but those few days in his presence had touched her in a way she didn’t completely understand. She just knew that they were connected. There was a reason Dylan had come to her.


  He’d say pragmatically that it was because she and Sarah shared a past, and that was the end of it. But she suspected there was more to come. If only she knew how the woman in the bar figured into things, that would be helpful, but her visions were never as complete or as forthcoming as she wanted. She would have to wait for whatever came next.


  Setting the painting aside, she returned to the window. In the light of the moon Dylan’s image flashed through her head once again. She saw fear in his eyes, an expression of shock and betrayal. She grabbed the curtains with both hands, swaying with the sudden and certain knowledge that Dylan was in trouble.


  Glancing back at the clock, she realized an hour had passed since she’d first awoken in the grip of her nightmare. It was almost six. She just had to make it until dawn and then she would be fine. Once the sun came up she could relax. She could breathe again. And she could check on Dylan. She wanted to call him now, but she doubted he’d appreciate being wakened so early.


  A red-and-blue strobe light caught her eye. She turned back to the window, stiffening as a police car pulled up in front of the lodge. She pressed her face against the glass, watching two uniformed policemen enter the building.


  Her fear intensified. She was torn between wanting to go downstairs and find out what was happening and wanting to stay safely tucked away in her room.


  This wasn’t her problem, she told herself. She didn’t need to get involved in a situation that didn’t concern her. Keeping away from cops was second nature to her. They hadn’t been able to protect her when she was a child, and as she’d grown up she’d learned that the only person she could trust was herself -- certainly not uniformed police officers, whose nightly sweeps of the streets had made trying to survive only that much more difficult.


  She moved away from the window and sat down on the bed, staring at the phone. She couldn’t shake the desire to call Dylan and find out if he was all right. She hadn’t seen him since she’d left him at the bar with that woman. She’d looked for him several times during the reception, especially when Jake and Sarah had wanted to say good-bye to him, but he’d been nowhere in sight. Jake had joked that his brother had probably gotten lucky. And she’d figured he was right. But now she wondered.... Dylan and Jake were so tight, as close as brothers could be. Would Dylan have really taken off with a woman at his brother’s wedding? It seemed unlikely.


  Giving in to impulse, she picked up the phone and dialed the hotel operator, asking for his room. The phone rang and rang, finally giving way to voice mail. She hung up, her hand shaking. He might just be a heavy sleeper. Or he could be spending the night with that woman.


  Catherine crawled under the covers and pulled the blankets up to her chin. She stared at the clock, watching each minute tick away. She wanted to sleep, but she knew she couldn’t, not until the sun came up and her fears went back into hiding.
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  Prologue


  


  


  25 years earlier


  


  She took her bow with the other dancers, tears pressing against her lids, but she couldn't let those tears slip down her cheeks. No one could know that this night was different from any other. Too many people were watching her.


  As the curtain came down one last time, she ran off the stage into the arms of her husband, her lover, the man with whom she would take the greatest risk of her life.


  He met the question in her eyes with a reassuring smile.


  She wanted to ask if it was all arranged, if the plan was in motion, but she knew it would be unwise to speak. She would end this evening as she had ended all those before it. She went into her dressing room and changed out of her costume. When she was dressed, she said good night to some of the other dancers as she walked toward the exit, careful to keep her voice casual, as if she had not a care in the world. When she and her husband got into their automobile, they remained silent, knowing that the car might be bugged.


  It was a short drive to their home. She would miss her house, the garden in the back, the bedroom where she'd made love to her husband, and the nursery, where she'd rocked...


  No. She couldn't think of that. It was too painful. She had to concentrate on the future when they could finally be free. Her house, her life, everything that she possessed came with strings that were tightening around her neck like a noose, suffocating her with each passing day. It wasn't herself she feared for the most, but her family, her husband, who even now was being forced to do unconscionable things. They could no longer live a life of secrets.


  Her husband took her hand as they walked up to the front door. He slipped his key into the lock and the door swung open. She heard a small click, and horror registered in her mind. She saw the shocked recognition in her husband's eyes, but it was too late. They were about to die, and they both knew it. Someone had betrayed them.


  She prayed for the safety of those she had left behind as an explosion of fire lit up the night, consuming all their dreams with one powerful roar.


  


   


  Chapter One


  


  


  Present Day...


  


  Julia DeMarco felt a shiver run down her spine as she stood high on a bluff overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge. It was a beautiful, sunny day in early September, and with the Pacific Ocean on one side of the bridge and the San Francisco Bay on the other, the view was breathtaking. She felt like she was on the verge of something exciting and wonderful, just the way every bride should feel. But as she took a deep breath of the fresh, somewhat salty air, her eyes began to water. She told herself the tears had more to do with the afternoon wind than the sadness she'd been wrestling with since her mother had passed away six months ago. This was supposed to be a happy time, a day for looking ahead, not behind. She just wished she felt confident instead of... uncertain.


  A pair of arms came around her waist, and she leaned back against the solid chest of her fiancé, Michael Graffino. It seemed as if she'd done nothing but lean on Michael the past year. Most men wouldn't have stuck around, but he had. Now it was time to give him what he wanted, a wedding date. She didn't know why she was hesitating, except that so many things were changing in her life. Since Michael had proposed to her a year ago, her mother had died, her stepfather had put the family home up for sale, and her younger sister had moved in with her. A part of her just wanted to stop, take a few breaths, and think for a while instead of rushing headlong into another life-changing event. But Michael was pushing for a date, and she was grateful to him for sticking by her, so how could she say no? And why would she want to?


  Michael was a good man. Her mother had adored him. Julia could still remember the night she'd told her mom about the engagement. Sarah DeMarco hadn't been out of bed in days, and she hadn't smiled in many weeks, but that night she'd beamed from ear to ear. The knowledge that her oldest daughter was settling down with the son of one of her best friends had made her last days so much easier.


  "We should go, Julia. It's time to meet the event coordinator."


  She turned to face him, thinking again what a nice-looking man he was with his light brown hair, brown eyes, and a warm, ready smile. The olive skin of his Italian heritage and the fact that he spent most of his days out on the water, running a charter boat service off Fisherman's Wharf, kept his skin a dark, sunburned red.


  "What's wrong?" he asked, a curious glint in his eye. "You're staring at me."


  "Was I? I'm sorry."


  "Don't be." He paused, then said, "It's been a while since you've really looked at me."


  "I don't think that's true. I look at you all the time. So do half the women in San Francisco," she added.


  "Yeah, right," he muttered. "Let's go."


  Julia cast one last look at the view, then followed Michael to the museum. The Palace of the Legion of Honor had been built as a replica of the Palais de la Legion d'Honneur in Paris. In the front courtyard, known as the Court of Honor, was one of Rodin's most famous sculptures, The Thinker. Julia would have liked to stop and ponder the statue as well as the rest of her life, but Michael was a man on a mission, and he urged her toward the front doors.


  As they entered the museum, her step faltered. In a few moments, they would sit down with Monica Harvey, the museum's event coordinator, and Julia would have to pick her wedding date. She shouldn't be nervous. It wasn't as if she were a young girl; she was twenty-eight years old. It was time to get married, have a family.


  "Liz was right. This place is cool," Michael said.


  Julia nodded in agreement. Her younger sister, Liz, had been the one to suggest the museum. It was a pricey location, but Julia had inherited some money from her mother that would pay for most of the wedding.


  "The offices are downstairs," Michael added. "Let's go."


  Julia drew in a deep breath as the moment of truth came rushing toward her. "I need to stop in the rest-room. Why don't you go ahead? I'll be right there."


  When Michael left, Julia walked over to get a drink of water from a nearby fountain. She was sweating and her heart was practically jumping out of her chest. What on earth was the matter with her? She'd never felt so panicky in her life.


  It was all the changes, she told herself again. Her emotions were too close to the surface. But she could do this. They were only picking a date. She wasn't going to say "I do" this afternoon. That would be months from now, when she was ready, really ready.


  Feeling better, she headed downstairs, passing by several intriguing exhibits along the way. Maybe they could stop and take a look on the way out.


  "Mrs. Harvey is finishing up another appointment," Michael told her as she joined him. "She'll be about ten minutes. I need to make a call. Can you hold down the fort?"


  "Sure." Julia sat down on the couch, wishing Michael hadn't left. She really needed a distraction from her nerves. As the minutes passed, she became aware of the faint sound of music coming from down the hall. The melody was lovely but sad, filled with unanswered dreams, regrets. It reminded her of a piece played on the balalaika in one of her music classes in college, and it called to her in a way she couldn't resist. Music had always been her passion. Just a quick peek, she told herself, as she got to her feet and moved into the corridor.


  The sounds of the strings grew louder as she entered the room at the end of the hall. It was a tape, she realized, playing in the background, intended no doubt to complement the equally haunting historic photographs on display. Within seconds she was caught up in a journey through time. She couldn't look away. And she didn't want to look away -- especially when she came to the picture of the little girl.


  Captioned "The Coldest War of All," the black-and-white photograph showed a girl of no more than three or four years old, standing behind the gate of an orphanage in Moscow. The photo had been taken by someone named Charles Manning, the same man who appeared to have taken many of the pictures in the exhibit.


  Julia studied the picture in detail. She wasn't as interested in the Russian scene as she was in the girl. The child wore a heavy dark coat, pale thick stockings, and a black woolen cap over her curly blond hair. The expression in her eyes begged for someone -- whoever was taking the picture, perhaps -- to let her out, to set her free, to help her.


  An uneasy feeling crept down Julia's spine. The girl's features, the oval shape of her face, the tiny freckle at the corner of her eyebrow, the slope of her small, upturned nose, seemed familiar. She noticed how the child's pudgy fingers clung to the bars of the gate. It was odd, but she could almost feel that cold steel beneath her own fingers. Her breath quickened. She'd seen this picture before, but where? A vague memory danced just out of reach.


  Her gaze moved to the silver chain hanging around the girl's neck and the small charm dangling from it. It looked like a swan, a white swan, just like the one her mother had given to her when she was a little girl. Her heart thudded in her chest, and the panicky feeling she'd experienced earlier returned.


  "Julia?"


  She jumped at the sound of Michael's booming voice. She'd forgotten about him.


  "Mrs. Harvey is waiting for us," he said as he crossed the room. "What are you doing in here?"


  "Looking at the photos."


  "We don't have time for that. Come on."


  "Just a second." She pointed at the photograph. "Does this girl seem familiar to you?"


  Michael gave the photo a quick glance. "I don't think so. Why?"


  "I have a necklace just like the one that little girl is wearing," she added. "Isn't that odd?"


  "Why would it be odd? It doesn't look unusual to me.


  Of course it didn't. There were probably a million girls who had that same necklace. "You're right. Let's go." But as she turned to follow Michael out of the room, she couldn't help taking one last look at the picture. The girl's eyes called out to her -- eyes that looked so much like her own. But that little girl in the photograph didn't have anything to do with her -- did she?


  * * *


  "It cost me a fortune to get you out of jail," Joe Carmichael said.


  Alex Manning leaned back in his chair and kicked his booted feet up onto the edge of Joe's desk. Joe, a balding man in his late thirties, was one of his best friends, not to mention the West Coast editor of World News Magazine, a publication that bought eighty percent of Alex's photographs. They'd been working together for over ten years now. Some days Alex couldn't believe it had been more than a decade since he'd begun his work as a photojournalist right after graduating from Northwestern University. Other days -- like today -- it felt more like a hundred years.


  "You told me to get those pictures at any cost, and I did," Alex replied.


  "I didn't tell you to upset the local police while you were doing it. You look like shit, by the way. Who beat you up?"


  "They didn't give me their business cards. And it comes with the territory. You know that."


  "What I know is that the magazine wants me to rein you in."


  "If you don't want my photographs, I'll sell them somewhere else."


  Joe hastily put up his hands. "I didn't say that. But you're taking too many chances, Alex. You're going to end up dead or in some prison I can't get you out of."


  "You worry too much."


  "And you don't worry enough -- which is what makes you good. It also makes you dangerous and expensive. Although I have to admit that this is some of your best work," Joe added somewhat reluctantly as he studied the pile of photographs on his desk.


  "Damn right it is."


  "Then it's a good time for a vacation. Why don't you take a break? You've been on the road the past six months. Slow down."


  Slowing down was not part of Alex's nature. Venturing into unknown territory, taking the photograph no one else could get, that was what he lived for. But Alex had to admit he was bone tired, exhausted from shooting photographs across South America for the past six weeks, and his little stint in jail had left him with a cracked rib and a black eye. It probably wouldn't hurt to take a few days off.


  "You know what your weakness is?" Joe continued.


  "I'm sure you're going to tell me."


  "You're reckless. You forget that a good photographer stays on the right side of the lens." Joe reached behind his desk and grabbed a newspaper. "This was on the front page of the Examiner last week."


  Alex winced at the picture of himself being hustled into a police car in Colombia. "Damn that Cameron. He's the one who took that photo. I thought I saw that slimy weasel slinking in the shadows."


  "He might be a weasel, but he was smart enough to stay out of jail. Seriously, what are you thinking these days? It's as if you're tempting fate."


  "I'm just doing my job. A job that sells a lot of your magazines."


  "Take a vacation, Alex, have some beer, watch a football game, get yourself a woman -- think about something besides getting the next shot. By the way, the magazine is sponsoring a photography exhibit at the Legion of Honor. Your mother gave us permission to use the photographs taken by your father. You might want to stop by, take a look."


  Alex wasn't surprised to hear his mother had given permission. Despite the fact that she'd hated everything about his father's job while they were married, she had no problem living off his reputation now. In fact, she seemed to enjoy being the widow of the famous photojournalist who had died far too young. Alex was only surprised she hadn't pressed him to attend. That might have something to do with the fact that he hadn't returned any of her calls in the past month.


  "Why don't you check out the exhibit tonight?" Joe suggested. "The magazine is hosting a party with all the movers and shakers. I'm sure your mother will be there."


  "I'll pass," Alex said, getting to his feet. He needed to pick up his mail, air out his apartment, which was probably covered in six inches of dust, and take a long, hot shower. The last person he wanted to talk to tonight was his mother. He turned toward the door, then paused. "Is the photo of the Russian orphan girl part of the exhibit?"


  "It was one of your father's most famous shots. Of course it's there." Joe gave him a curious look. "Why?"


  Alex didn't answer. His father's words rang through Alex's head after twenty-five years of silence: Don't ever talk to anyone about that picture. It's important. Promise me.


  A day later Charles Manning was dead.


  * * *


  It didn't take Julia long to find the necklace tucked away in her jewelry box. As she held it in her hand, the white enamel swan sparkled in the sunlight coming through her bedroom window. The chain was short, made for a child. It would no longer fit around her neck. As she thought about how quickly time had passed, another wave of sadness ran through her, not just because of the fact that she'd grown up and couldn't wear the necklace, but because her mother, the one who had given it to her, was gone.


  "Julia?"


  She looked up at the sound of her younger sister's voice. Liz appeared in the doorway of the bedroom a moment later, the smell of fish clinging to her low-rise blue jeans and bright red tank top. A short, attractive brunette with dark hair and dark eyes, Liz spent most of her days working at the family restaurant, DeMarco's, a seafood cafe on Fisherman's Wharf. She'd dropped out of college a year ago to help take care of their mother and had yet to go back. She seemed content to waitress in the cafe and flirt with the good-looking male customers. Julia couldn't really blame Liz for her lack of ambition. The past year had been tough on both of them, and Liz found comfort working at the cafe, which was owned and run by numerous DeMarcos, including their father. Besides that, she was only twenty-two years old. She had plenty of time to figure out the rest of her life.


  "Did you set the date?" Liz asked, an eager light in her eyes.


  "Yes. They had a cancellation for December twenty-first."


  "Of this year? That's only a little over three months from now."


  Julia's stomach clenched at the reminder. "I know. It's really fast, but it was this December or a year from next March. Michael wanted December." And she hadn't been able to talk him out of it. Not that she'd tried. In fact, she'd been so distracted by the photograph she'd barely heard a word the wedding coordinator said.


  "A holiday wedding sounds romantic." Liz moved a pile of CDs so she could sit down on the bed. "More music, Julia? Your CD collection is taking on mammoth proportions."


  "I need them for work. I have to stay on top of the world music market. That's my job."


  "And your vice," Liz said with a knowing grin. "You can't walk by a music store without stopping in. You should have bought some wedding music. Have you thought about what song you want to use for your first dance?"


  "Not yet."


  "Well, start thinking. You have a lot to do in the next few months." She paused. "What's that in your hand?"


  Julia glanced down at the necklace. "I found this in my jewelry box. Mom gave it to me when I was a little girl."


  Liz got up from the bed to take a closer look. "I haven't seen this in years. What made you pull it out now?"


  Julia considered the question for a moment, wondering if she should confide in her sister.


  Before she could speak, Liz said, "You could wear that for your wedding -- something old. Which reminds me..."


  "What?" Julia asked.


  "Wait here." Liz ran from the room, then returned a second later with three thick magazines in her hands. "I bought up all the bridal magazines. As soon as we get back from Aunt Lucia's birthday party, we can go through them. Doesn't that sound like fun?"


  It sounded like a nightmare, especially with Liz overseeing the procedure. Unlike Julia, Liz was a big believer in organization. She loved making files, labeling things, buying storage containers and baskets to keep their lives neat as a pin. Since taking up residence on the living room futon after their parents' house had sold, Liz had been driving Julia crazy. She always wanted to clean, decorate, paint, and pick out new curtains. What Liz really needed was a place of her own, but Julia hadn't had the heart to tell Liz to move out. Besides, it would be only a few more months; then Julia would be living with Michael.


  "Unless you want to start now," Liz said, as she checked her watch. "We don't have to leave for about an hour. Is Michael coming to the party?"


  "He'll be a little late. He had a sunset charter to run."


  "I bet he's excited that you finally set the date," Liz said with a smile. "He'd been dying to do that for months." Liz tossed two of the magazines on the desk, then began to leaf through the one in her hand. "Oh, look at this dress, the satin, the lace. It's heavenly."


  Julia couldn't bear to look. She didn't want to plan her wedding right this second. Wasn't it enough that she'd booked the date? Couldn't she have twenty-four hours to think about it? Julia didn't suppose that sounded very bridal-like, but it was the way she felt, and she needed to get away from Liz before her sister noticed she was not as enthusiastic as she should be. "I have to run an errand before the party," she said, giving in to a reckless impulse.


  "When will you be back?"


  "I'm not sure how long it will take. I'll meet you at the restaurant."


  "All right. I'll pick out the perfect dress for you while you're gone."


  "Great." When Liz left the room, Julia walked over to her bed and picked up the catalogue from the photography exhibit. On page thirty-two was the photograph of the orphan girl. She'd already looked at it a half-dozen times since she'd come home, unable to shake the idea that the photo, the child, the necklace were important to her in some way.


  She wanted to talk to someone about the picture, and it occurred to her that maybe she should try to find the photographer. After researching Charles Manning on the Internet earlier that day, she'd discovered that he was deceased, but his son, Alex Manning, was also a photojournalist and had a San Francisco number and address listed in the phone book. She'd tried the number but gotten a message machine. There was really nothing more to do at the moment, unless...


  Tapping her fingers against the top of her desk, she debated for another thirty seconds. She should be planning her wedding, not searching out the origin of an old photo, but as she straightened, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Instead of seeing her own reflection, she saw the face of that little girl begging her to help.


  Julia picked up her purse and headed out the door. Maybe Alex Manning could tell her what she needed to know about the girl in the photograph. Then Julia could forget about her.


  * * *


  Twenty minutes later, Julia pulled up in front of a three-story apartment building in the Haight, a neighborhood that had been the centerpiece of San Francisco's infamous "Summer of Love" in the sixties. The area was now an interesting mix of funky shops, clothing boutiques, tattoo parlors, restaurants, and coffeehouses. The streets were busy. It was Friday night, and everyone wanted to get started on the weekend. Julia hoped Alex Manning would be home, although since he hadn't answered his phone, it was probably a long shot. But she had to do something.


  She climbed the stairs to his apartment, took a deep breath, and rang the bell, all the while wondering what on earth she would say to him if he were home. A moment later, the door opened to a string of curses. A tall, dark-haired man appeared in the doorway, bare chested and wearing a pair of faded blue jeans that rode low on his hips. His dark brown hair was a mess, his cheeks unshaven. His right eye was swollen, the skin around it purple and black. There were bruises all over his muscled chest, and a long, thin scar not far from his heart. She instinctively took a step back, feeling as if she'd just woken the beast.


  "Who are you and what are you selling?" he asked harshly.


  "I'm not selling anything. I'm looking for Alex Manning. Are you him?"


  "That depends on what you want."


  "No, that depends on who you are," she stated, holding her ground.


  "Is this conversation going to end if I tell you I'm not Alex Manning?"


  "Not if you're lying."


  He stared at her, squinting through his one good eye. His expression changed. His green eyes sharpened, as if he were trying to place her face. "Who are you?"


  "My name is Julia DeMarco. And if you're Alex Manning, I want to ask you about a photograph I saw at the Legion of Honor today. It was taken by your father -- a little girl standing behind the gates of an orphanage. Do you know the one I'm talking about?"


  He didn't reply, but she saw the pulse jump in his throat and a light flicker in his eyes.


  "I want to know who the little girl is -- her name -- what happened to her," she continued.


  "Why?" he bit out sharply.


  It was a simple question. She wished she had a simple answer. How could she tell him that she couldn't stop thinking about that girl, that she felt compelled to learn more about her? She settled for, "The child in the picture is wearing a necklace just like this one." She pulled the chain out of her purse and showed it to him. "I thought it was odd that I had the same one."


  He stared at the swan, then gazed back into her eyes. "No," he muttered with a confused shake of his head. "It's not possible."


  "What's not possible?"


  "You. You can't be her."


  "I didn't say I was her." Julia's heart began to race. "I just said I have the same necklace."


  "This is a dream, isn't it? I'm so tired I'm hallucinating. If I close the door, you'll go away."


  Julia opened her mouth to tell him she wasn't going anywhere, but the door slammed in her face. "I'm not her," she said loudly. "I was born and raised in San Francisco. I've never been out of the country. I'm not her," she repeated, feeling suddenly desperate. "Am I?"
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  Chapter One


  


  


  Dear J.,


  We're going to have a baby.  I know I'm a coward to write, but I'm afraid of what I'll see in your eyes when you hear the news.  I know this isn't what you want, and I don't see how we can ever be together.  But I believe in my heart that you must know the truth -- you're going to be a father.  Now, if only I have the courage to send this letter.


  


  Katherine Whitfield sat in the front seat of her rental car, tears filling her eyes as she traced the handwritten words with a shaky finger.


  She'd read the letter a hundred times since she'd discovered it a week ago, hidden away in an old cedar chest in her stepfather's attic. She'd memorized every word, every curve of every line, wondering if it could possibly have been written by her mother to her father.


  There was no signature, but the writing looked familiar -- or did she simply want it to be true? She'd spent years wishing for the tiniest bit of information about her father, but her mother had always said they'd discuss it later. Unfortunately, later had never come. Her mother had died two days before Katherine's twelfth birthday, and she'd been left alone with a stepfather of only nine months and no other blood relatives anywhere in the world.


  Was it possible her real father had never known about her? Obviously the letter hadn't been sent. And she'd found other things in the chest as well, matchbooks, cocktail napkins, and a hand-stitched quilt with dates and words of memory. But whose words? Whose memories? Whose life belonged to the chest?


  It was a question that had sent her halfway across the country from the urban streets of Los Angeles, California, to the rolling hills of Kentucky. Now she was sitting in the parking lot of a Dairy Queen, where she'd stopped to grab a Diet Coke and rethink her plan.


  Suddenly, a child burst through the doors of the restaurant, holding a large milk shake in her hand. The little girl's small face was covered with chocolate but there was no disguising the ear-to-ear smile.


  A tall man stepped out of a car. "Over here, sweetheart," he called.


  "Daddy, Daddy. Look what I got," she said.


  The man held out his arms with a wide, beaming grin, and the child ran into his embrace. He kissed the top of the little girl's head, and the small affectionate gesture tore at Katherine's heart. There were no words of reprimand for the messy face, only loving acceptance.


  A deep ache of longing swept through her. She'd wanted a relationship like that.  Her stepfather, Mitchell Whitfield, had always treated her more like a responsibility than a daughter. If there was a chance, even a small one, that her real father could be alive, that he could want to know her as much as she wanted to know him, she had to take it.


  Setting the envelope aside, she started the car and pulled out of the parking lot. She barely paused at the entrance to the road. Since she'd left the main highway, traffic had been almost nonexistent.


  As she headed down the two-lane road, past the rolling green hills, endless white fences, thoroughbred horse farms, and elegant dogwood trees still clinging to a few spring blossoms, she knew she was a long way from home and the only life she knew. But the cocktail napkins, the match covers, all had one thing in common: the name Paradise, Kentucky.


  She'd never acted so impulsively in her life, but with her step-parents out of town, she'd had no one to answer her questions.  So she'd decided to make the trip to Kentucky and chase after a dream that probably should have died a long time ago, but she still couldn't quite give up on it. She flipped on the radio for a distraction and was just in time to hear a female singer ask, "Where have all the cowboys gone?"


  A good question, she thought with a wistful sigh. She didn't know if it had to do with wanting a father or wanting a boyfriend or a husband or just wanting someone who really cared about her, but there was a hole inside of her that she couldn't seem to fill. She'd tried to keep busy with work and friends and chocolate -- lots and lots of chocolate. Nothing had worked.


  Jeez, she was a head case, wanting, wanting, wanting, when most everyone would look at her life and say it was good. And it was good. It was just a little lonely.


  Katherine switched off the radio with a decisive click, knowing it was foolish to yearn for some impossible romance of the century. At twenty-seven, she'd been around enough to know there weren't any more cowboys, no more men who roamed the open plains, who were strong and invincible and protective of their women. Those guys didn't exist anymore.


  The men she knew were soft in the middle from too many business lunches and too much time spent firing the remote control. They didn't carry guns but rather cell phones.  And a cowboy hat would have messed up the style of their hair.


  Smiling to herself, Katherine knew she was generalizing, but for the life of her, she couldn't think of one man she'd gone out with in the last year who had made her heart race.


  Where was the deep, passionate love, the desperate need to be with someone, the feeling of intense and utter connection? She wanted to believe she would feel it all someday, but maybe such a love didn't exist. Maybe her father didn't exist. Maybe she should just turn around and go home and settle for the life she had, the family she had.


  As her gaze drifted across the highway, a shiver ran down her spine, and she knew she couldn't turn around and go home. The long, empty road beckoned to her in a way she'd never imagined. She'd spent her entire life in big cities, surrounded by skyscrapers and traffic and people. But here, outside of Louisville, Kentucky, there was a quiet that was oddly appealing. She couldn't shake the feeling that she was meant to come here. Call it destiny, call it crazy, but she had to at least see what was at the end of this road.


  She reached for the map sticking out of her purse, then cursed when her bag tumbled to the floor.  Keeping one eye on the highway, she grabbed for the map and had barely straightened when the road suddenly curved.  A silver horse trailer was stopped on the side of the road, and she was heading right for it.  She hit the brakes in panic, but she was going too fast, and she was too close, far too close...


  Twisting the wheel to the right as hard and as fast as it would go, she prayed for a miss. The car spun, kicking up gravel and dust. She hung on, urging the car to go to the side, to miss the trailer. She was almost there. She could see the shoulder of the road in front of her, and the deep drainage ditch. Damn! It was her last thought before the car slid headfirst into the gully off the side of the road.


  Her head bounced off the steering wheel and she saw a kaleidoscope of colors in front of her eyes. Her ears rang with the sound of bells and horses and swearing.


  Katherine shook her head, trying to figure out where she was and who was yelling at her. There was a man -- a tall, dark-haired man with burning black eyes -- standing next to her window. He was pulling on the door handle and yelling all sorts of absurdities that seemed to have less to do with her and more to do with a horse.


  She roused herself enough to unlock the door. She pushed on it as the man pulled on it, sending her stumbling into his arms. He caught her with a sureness, a strength, that made her want to sink into his embrace and rest for a moment. She needed to catch her breath.


  "You could have killed my horse," he ground out angrily, his rough-edged voice right next to her ear. "Driving like a maniac. What the hell were you thinking about?"


  She could barely keep up with his surge of angry words. "Let me go."


  His grip eased slightly, but he didn't let go.


  They stared at each other, their breaths coming in matching frightened gasps. Dressed in faded blue jeans and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the forearms, the man towered over Katherine. His eyes were fierce, and his thick dark hair looked like he'd run his fingers through it all day long. His face was too rugged to be handsome, but it was compelling, strong, stubborn, determined...


  Good heavens -- she had the distinct feeling she'd just found herself a cowboy.


  "Rogue's okay," a man called from the road.


  She turned in confusion, unaware there was someone else on the earth, much less on the road. The man in front of her seemed to take up so much space.


  "I'll be there in a second. Keep talking to him," the man called back, his gaze still resting on Katherine's face, his hands still holding her arms. "Are you all right?"


  It seemed a little late to be asking, and a burst of anger tried to push past her lips, but before she could speak, she realized something wet was dripping down her face. She touched her forehead, drawing away drops of blood. "Oh, my God! I'm bleeding."


  "It's just a scratch," he replied.  "The windshield shattered, but most of the glass stayed intact." He let go of her long enough to reach into the car and pull out the napkins she'd picked up at the Dairy Queen. Instead of handing them to her, he dabbed at the blood on her face with a surprisingly gentle hand.  "I don't see any glass. It's really just a small cut.  Anything else hurt?"


  Aside from a dull ache in her forehead, the rest of her body seemed to be all right. "I'm okay. But what were you thinking -- parking in the middle of the road like that?" she demanded.


  "We're well off to the side. My horse was getting restless. I needed to quiet him down. And it was working, until you bore down on us like a bat out of hell. You could have killed us!"


  "And you could have stopped at a better place." She raised her voice to match his. "Coming around that curve, I couldn't possibly see you until the last minute."


  "Not when you're doing sixty."


  "More like forty. And this is a highway, you know, not -- not a rest stop for horses."


  "This is horse country, and around here the horses come first."


  "Yeah, well, why don't you go back to your horse then?"


  "I think I'll do that." He strode away, his gait as brisk as his voice, and while she'd wanted him to go, now that he'd gone, she felt strangely lost.


  Focusing on him had been far easier than looking at the rental car tilted awkwardly into a ditch. She had no idea if it would run, even if she could get it out. Suddenly it was all too much, and she sank down to the ground right where she was.


  * * *


  "She don't look so good, Zach."  Sam Jordan pushed back the brim of his Wildcats baseball hat and squinted at the woman sitting on the ground.


  "She's fine," Zach snapped.


  Sam didn't look convinced. There was a frown across his normally cheerful square face, and the laugh lines that ran like a map across his weathered brown skin were pulled taut against his cheekbones.


  "You sure?" Sam asked doubtfully. "She looks shaken up to me."


  Zach respected Sam's instincts where horses were concerned. Sam could tell when a filly was yanking his chain or a colt was testing his patience, but he was a soft touch where people were concerned, especially women.


  "She has a tiny nick on her forehead. That's it. I'm more concerned about Rogue."


  "He's okay. See for yourself."


  He slid into the trailer and searched the big black horse for any bruises or scratches. Midnight Rogue tossed his head and stomped his feet, complaining once again about his confinement in the trailer, but otherwise he looked fine. They were less than three weeks away from the biggest race of Rogue's life, the Kentucky Derby, and they simply couldn't afford an injury or a setback now.


  "Okay, you big ugly baby. No more knocking around back here, all right? We need to get you home in one piece."


  Rogue nuzzled Zach's hand with his nose. Zach reached into a burlap bag and pulled out a carrot, feeding it to Rogue with a gentle hand.


  "I know you're tired. We all are. It's been a hell of a year. You did good at Keeneland. If you hadn't slipped coming out of the gate, you would have had first. We're going to work on that this week, because you can't afford another stumble. We are so close to making all our dreams come true." He scratched Rogue's nose and saw the horse's ears perk up to listen to his quiet words. "We're going to show this town. Hell, we're going to show the whole damn world that we don't take shit from anyone. We won't be left behind, not ever again," he whispered, knowing he was talking about more than a race.


  Rogue whinnied, as if to reassure his owner that he understood. Zach smiled to himself. They'd been on the same wavelength since he'd picked Rogue up at a yearling sale. Unproven bloodlines in the dam, not to mention Rogue's off-beat appearance and high spirits, had brought Rogue's price into Zach's range. And Zach had known as soon as he laid eyes on the rangy, long-legged colt that this was the horse he wanted.


  This horse, which everyone else had overlooked, was already drawing attention with its unexpected successes. The racing world, especially that of the Kentucky horse breeders, didn't want to accept that a horse like Rogue or a trainer like Zach could do so well. But their arguments were losing ground with each victory.


  In a few weeks, Rogue would quiet even the harshest critics with a win in the Derby, and Zach would get the recognition, the respect, he deserved. No more doors slammed in his face, no more scornful looks from the folks in town. No more being on the outside. He was going to the inner circle -- the winner's circle. And no one was going to stop him.


  Rogue nudged Zach in the chest. "We'll be home in a few minutes, boy," he said, giving him one last pat. "As soon as I get this city girl on her way."


  "That city girl looks like she's about to faint," Sam said from the van's doorway. "You better get on out here."


  Zach stepped out of the trailer and pulled the door shut behind him. He looked at the woman sitting on the ground, her head resting in her hands. She was a tiny thing; she'd barely come up to his chin. Not that she'd let him intimidate her. She'd given as good as she got. Maybe he shouldn't have yelled at her, but dammit, she'd almost destroyed the dream of a lifetime. When he'd seen her car come around that corner... The thought of it sent his pulse racing again.


  And all because she wasn't paying attention. Zach tried to harden his heart against the sight of the slender figure slumped on the ground.  But he could still remember the shock in her big blue eyes when she'd discovered she was bleeding. He cleared his throat, struggling to rein in his wayward thoughts.


  He'd always been a sucker for beautiful blondes, and this one was as soft and sexy as they came in a silky purple blouse that hugged her breasts, form-fitting black slacks, and ridiculously impractical high-heeled black sandals. She was all woman and all wrong, he reminded himself. He'd been down this road before -- and he wouldn't go down it again.


  "Maybe we ought to take her to the hospital," Sam said, rubbing his jaw with one hand.


  "I don't think she needs a doctor -- maybe a driving instructor."


  "She's a sweet thing, isn't she? Reminds me of someone -- but I can't think who."


  "That sweet thing almost killed Rogue."


  "But she didn't. It's all about inches, my boy. You can win by an inch, lose by an inch, and survive by an inch. Figured you'd know that by now." Sam sent him a knowing smile. "You can't leave her here. Wouldn't be the right thing to do."


  "Since when do I worry about doing the right thing?"


  "Since now. She won't be driving that car any time soon, that's for sure. I don't expect she'll get off this road in anything but a tow truck."


  "Oh, hell, like I need this right now." He ran his hand through his hair and stared at the latest problem to erupt in his life. He was so close to getting everything he wanted, he could almost taste it. Thirty-four years of struggling, of climbing out of the darkness of his childhood, to finally have something, to be somebody, and he wouldn't let anyone get in the way.


  "No harm's done," Sam reminded him. "How about I get Rogue on home, and you stay with the woman? Unless you're afraid of a little thing like her."


  "Yeah, right."


  "I already called for help. Tow truck should be here in a few minutes. Now, be nice to her, you hear?"


  Be nice? Zach still felt like wringing the woman's pretty neck. He walked over to where she was sitting and squatted down next to her. "You okay?" he asked gruffly.


  She lifted her head. Her eyes were watery, but she wasn't crying, and he saw a gleam of bravado in those baby blues. "I'm fine, thank you. I thought you'd be gone by now."


  "I thought someone better stay with you in case you pass out or something."


  "What about your precious horse?"


  "Sam will take him home. The tow truck is on its way."


  "I guess that's good," she said, staring at her car in bemusement.  "Do you think they'll be able to get it out?"


  "Yeah, but I wouldn't plan on driving it."


  She frowned, then scrambled to her feet.  She strode over to her car and yanked open the door to the backseat.  "Oh, thank goodness."


  Zach got up and walked over to the car, expecting to see her reaching for her makeup case, but the large cedar chest in the backseat was obviously not filled with cosmetics. "What's that?"


  She patted the top of the chest with a loving hand. "This is my past and maybe -- just maybe my future."


  "What does that mean?"


  "It's a long story."


  He didn't like her evasive answer.  "Where are you headed?"


  "Paradise Valley."


  His gut tightened. "Why?"


  She seemed taken aback by his question. "Why not?"


  "It's not exactly a hub of nightlife."


  "I'm not looking for nightlife. I'm looking for a place called Golden's Grill. Do you know it?"


  Zach felt a chill run through his body. He didn't like the look in her eyes. She certainly hadn't come from wherever she'd come from to go to Golden's Grill.


  "I know Golden's," he said reluctantly.


  Her mouth blossomed into a sparkling, hopeful smile that stole his breath away. "Then it really exists. I hoped it would still be there."


  "Why do you want to go to Golden's?"


  "I'm looking for someone."


  "Who?"


  She didn't answer right away, and his uneasiness deepened.  She was here to cause trouble. He could feel it in his bones.


  "My father," she said finally.


  "Who is your father?"


  "I don't know."


  "If you don't know, then how are you going to find him?"


  She hesitated. "Maybe you could help me."


  "Me? No way." He uttered a short harsh laugh.  "I don't look for fathers, mine or anyone else's. In my experience, the best family is no family." He stared down the empty highway. "Where the hell is that tow truck?"
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  Michael Ashton beat the fire engines to his house by thirty seconds. Smoke poured from the kitchen window of the old Victorian as he jumped out of his car and ran up the walkway. His daughter's favorite teddy bear lay abandoned on the top step. Cups from a tea party were scattered across the welcome-home mat as if the participants had left in a big hurry, as if they had smelled smoke and run inside to see what was wrong.


  His heart raced as he reached for the doorknob. Locked! He fumbled with his keys, swearing, sweating each second of delay. His children were inside. He had to get to them. The keys slipped out of his grasp and fell to the ground. He stepped backward, crushing a tiny pink teacup.


  To hell with the keys. Panicked, he slammed his body against the door, forcing it open.


  All he could think of were Lily and Rose, his six-year-old identical twin daughters. If anything happened to them, he would never forgive himself. They were all he had left.


  "Please, God, let them be all right," he whispered as he entered the house. Smoke drifted through the hall and dining room, darkening the white walls, covering the hardwood floors with dust. "Lily! Rose!" he shouted as he moved toward the thickest area of smoke. "Where are you?"


  The girls burst through the kitchen door, two whirling, smoky figures in blue jeans. Michael swept them into his arms, pressing their heads against his chest for one thankful second. "You're all right. You're all right," he muttered. "Let's get out of here." He ran toward the front door. Two firemen passed him on the steps.


  "Anyone else inside?" one of them asked.


  "Mrs. Polking, our nanny." Michael didn't stop moving until he reached the sidewalk. Then he set the girls down on the pavement and tried to catch his breath. Lily and Rose stared back at him.


  They didn't appear to be hurt. Nor did they seem overly concerned about the fire. In fact, on closer inspection there was a light of excitement in Lily's dark eyes, and Rose looked guilty, so guilty that her gaze seemed fixed on the untied laces of her tennis shoes. At that, his panic began to fade.


  He squatted in front of them so he could look directly into their eyes. Their long brown hair was a mess. Lily's pigtails were almost completely out. Rose still had one rubber band clinging desperately to a couple of strands of hair, while the rest swung free past her shoulders. There were no bumps or bruises on their small faces, no scratches to mar their tender skin, no sign of blood. "Are you hurt?" He ran his hand down Rose's arms, then did the same to Lily.


  Lily shook her head, then Rose. Neither one said a word. Not even now. Not even in the midst of a crisis would they speak to him. Michael sighed, feeling the tear in his heart grow bigger. Since their mother, Angela, had died almost a year ago, the girls had refused to speak to him. No one had been able to tell him why. Thousands of dollars of family therapy had not helped him get to the root of their problem.


  The doctors said the children, for whatever reason, didn't trust him. They were supposed to trust him. He was their father, their protector. He would die for them, but he couldn't seem to convince them of that fact.


  "This is not my fault," a woman said from behind him.


  Michael straightened as their nanny, Eleanor Polking, came down the steps, assisted by one of the firemen. Eleanor was a short, robust woman in her late fifties who carried an extra forty pounds.


  "What the hell happened?" he asked.


  "The girls set the kitchen on fire. That's what happened," Eleanor said in obvious distress.


  She tried to push her hair away from her eyes, but the sweat from her forehead glued it in place. There was a wild light in her eyes. She looked as if she wanted to run as far away from them as possible, if she could just figure out an escape route. Michael had seen that expression before, on the faces of the four nannies who had previously served time in his home.


  He glanced at Lily, then at Rose. They wouldn't look him in the eye. Damn.


  "We were just making pasta, Mrs. Polking," Lily said defiantly, directing her explanation to the nanny. "Like Mama used to make."


  "For our tea party. We didn't mean to cause a fire --" Rose darted a quick look at her father, then turned back to Mrs. Polking. "We didn't know you had to put water in the pot. When the pot got all red and smelled funny, we threw it in the trash."


  Michael groaned. "Let me see your hands. Did you burn them?"


  Lily and Rose held out their hands. Their pudgy little fingers were covered with streaks of red and green paint, but thankfully there were no burns.


  "We used a hot pad, Mrs. Polking," Lily said, "just like you told us."


  "Why were the girls alone in the kitchen?" he asked the nanny. "Don't I pay you to watch them?"


  "I was in the bathroom, cleaning the paint off my dress." Eleanor turned around, revealing a circle of green paint on her ample bottom. "Do you want to know how this happened?" she demanded, her anger matching his.


  Michael sighed. "Not really, no."


  "The girls painted the chair in my bedroom green."


  He scowled at Lily and Rose. "You've had a busy day, haven't you?"


  "Too busy for me," Eleanor declared. "This is the last straw. I'm leaving just as soon as I get my suitcase packed."


  "Yay --" Lily's spontaneous cheer ended with Michael's glare. "I mean, that's too bad, Mrs. Polking. Come on, Rose, let's look at the fire engine."


  "You can't just leave, Mrs. Polking." He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "You agreed to stay the summer. I know the girls are difficult, but they just need a little extra attention."


  "That's not all they need."


  He ignored that comment. "I'm in the middle of a bid for a very big job. At least give me a week or two to make other arrangements."


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Ashton," Eleanor said, not sounding a bit sorry. "The girls have made it clear that they want you."


  "I can't work full-time and take care of the girls. I'm only one person."


  Mrs. Polking softened just a bit. "I understand. That's why I took the liberty of making you a list of summer school programs. You'll find it on the credenza in the dining room."


  "When did you decide to do that?"


  "This morning, after the girls glued my shoes to the floor. Perhaps they'll do better in a more structured environment." Eleanor checked her watch. "It's not yet five. If you hurry you may be able to find one for Monday. Good luck," she said, turning away.


  Good luck? Since when had he ever had good luck? His wife was dead. His children wouldn't speak to him. The demands of his job as an architect, combined with the responsibilities of being a single father, made him feel as if he were running around in circles, chasing after his tail like a foolish dog.


  He had never imagined that his life would end up like this. As he stared at the house, he was thankful it hadn't burned down. The house had belonged to his in-laws, the De Lucas, for almost a hundred years, since they first emigrated from Italy in the late 1800s. More than a house, it was a symbol of tradition, of family, of responsibility, of loyalty, of everything that a man should be.


  His father-in-law had told Michael he was worthy of this house, that he knew Michael would take care of his daughter, Angela. He had felt the burden of that generous gift every day of their marriage. The burden had doubled in weight after the birth of the twins, and tripled in weight upon Angela's death at the age of twenty-six.


  He hadn't taken care of Angela as he had promised. But he still had the girls to raise. He still had a chance to give the De Lucas back some of the love and respect they had given him.


  The sound of voices brought him back to reality. He looked up as the firemen left his house.


  "The fire was limited to the stove and the trash can," one of the men said. "You have damage to the ceiling and walls from the smoke. The floor around the trash can is pretty beat up, but that's about it. Otherwise you're okay," He paused. "I hope you'll have a long talk with your kids about fire safety in the kitchen and elsewhere."


  "Oh, don't worry, I intend to have a very long talk with them -- about a lot of things."


  The fireman grinned. "They sure are cute kids. One of them called 911. Sounded calm as could be. Well, we're off."


  "Thanks," Michael said.


  "No problem. That's what we're here for."


  As the fire engine left, Mrs. Polking returned to the house and Lily and Rose wandered back to Michael, obviously uneasy now that they were alone with him. Lily dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans and tried to look confident. Rose chewed on a piece of her hair, the way she always did when she was nervous. For a few moments Michael let them suffer in silence.


  The more he looked at them, the more they reminded him of Angela. They were their mother's daughters, all right, same dark brown hair, same big brown eyes, same stubborn chin, same impetuous, spoiled nature.


  Oh, they were cute all right, and dangerous, especially Lily. The older twin by two minutes, Lily was the leader. She was rambunctious, loud, and often clumsy, but she would defend her little sister to the death.


  Rose was his sensitive, emotional child, quiet and introspective. She tried to do what was right more often than Lily, but loyalty to her sister always came before anything else.


  Looking at them now, Michael wondered which one of them would crack first -- which one would finally break down and talk to him.


  Sometimes he thought Lily would be the one, because once in a while she impulsively started to say something, then stopped. Other times he thought Rose might provide the breakthrough, with her guilty, apologetic smiles. Neither one spoke to him now.


  "We have to talk about Mrs. Polking." Of course, he'd be talking and they'd be listening, but he couldn't let their behavior go unnoticed. "You know you're not supposed to touch the stove."


  No answer. No explanation.


  "Maybe if you tell me why you did it, I could understand." Michael tried to be patient.


  Lily made some motions with her hand, mimicking eating.


  "If you were hungry you should have asked Mrs. Polking to fix you something."


  Lily shrugged. Rose smiled apologetically. They were getting nowhere fast.


  "What you did was dangerous. This isn't like gluing Mrs. Polking's shoes to the floor, although I'm not happy about that either. You could have been hurt. Mrs. Polking could have been hurt. I know you wouldn't have wanted that."


  Rose sniffed as she shook her head.


  Lily put her arm around her sister to give her courage.


  "Can you tell me why you're giving the baby-sitters such a hard time?"


  No answer.


  Lily whispered in Rose's ear, loud enough so Michael could hear her. "I have to go to the bathroom. Do you want to come with me?"


  "Yes."


  "Wait a second; we're not done."


  Lily pointed to her pants. Rose too.


  "Fine, go to the bathroom, but this isn't over."


  With that the girls disappeared into the house.


  He knew the bathroom plea was an excuse to get away from him. Maybe it was for the best. He needed time to think. He needed a cold beer. Hell, he needed a new life.


  * * *


  "I think Daddy's mad," Rose said, opening the bedroom door so she could peer into the hallway. She listened for angry footsteps, but heard only silence.


  "Is he coming?" Lily asked.


  "No."


  "Good." Her sister let out a sigh of relief.


  Rose closed the door and sat down on one of the twin beds. She pulled her legs underneath her and rested her chin in her hands. "Maybe we shouldn't have tried to cook the pasta."


  "We didn't know it was going to catch on fire."


  "And we shouldn't have painted the chair," she added, knowing they'd been really bad.


  "We had to, or else Mrs. Polking wouldn't have left."


  "He's just going to get someone else to watch us."


  "Not if Mama comes back."


  "I don't think she is coming back," she said with a sigh. "It's been so long."


  "Yes, she is. She promised. Maybe we should look for her."


  "We don't know where to look."


  "We could go down by the boats, where Mama took us that day. Maybe she's there."


  Rose shook her head, feeling her stomach turn over at the thought. She hadn't liked their trip to see the boats. She didn't even want to think about it. "We can't cross the street by ourselves, and we don't even know where the boats are."


  "I bet I could find them," Lily said confidently.


  "We're not going. Mama said she'd come back. We just have to wait for her."


  Lily's eyes sparkled with a new idea. "Maybe Mariah can help us." She took the crystal ball off the dresser and set it on the bed between them. They'd gotten it a week ago for their sixth birthday, a present from their grandmother, Sophia. Inside the glazed blue glass were the head and shoulders of a beautiful lady with long blond hair, a glittery face, and a bright pink wizard's hat. Their grandmother said she had found the wizard in an antiques shop. She told them it had belonged to a little girl who swore it could make magic -- but only for people who believed in it.


  Lily rubbed her hand over the top of the ball.


  A spark of light surprised her.  "What was that?" she asked, her eyes widening with alarm. She felt butterflies in her stomach, the kind that came whenever a new nanny arrived.


  "I don't know. It didn't do that when I touched it yesterday," Lily said.


  "Well, ask the question."


  Lily rubbed her hand over the ball again, drawing another flash of light. "Mariah, we want to find our mother. Do you know where she is? Do you know where we should go to look for her?"


  The lady's mouth began to move. Lily looked over at Rose in awe, "Did you see that?" she whispered.


  Rose swallowed hard. She felt scared, but she wanted to hear the answer.


  Mariah's voice came across, sounding as lovely as a melody. "For children who believe in me, school is just the place to be."


  "What?" Lily asked in confusion.


  "Go to school?" Rose repeated in doubt. She didn't want to go to school. It was summer, and they'd already done kindergarten.


  "I'm going to ask her again. I don't think she heard me right." No matter how many times Lily asked the question, the crystal ball remained dark and Mariah remained silent. "Maybe the batteries are dead," Lily said as she turned the ball upside down.


  "Where do the batteries go?" she asked.


  "I don't know. I can't find anything."


  "Maybe we should ask Daddy."


  Lily rolled her eyes. "I don't think so."


  "I didn't mean out loud," she said, although it was getting more difficult not to talk to him, especially when he was being nice or when he kissed her good night. But they'd promised their mother they could keep a secret, that they wouldn't speak to their dad again until she came home. She couldn't give up now. If she did, Mama might never come back.


  "We'll try Mariah later," Lily said. "Maybe she needs to rest."


  * * *


  Michael stared at his waterlogged, smoke-filled kitchen in disgust. The cookbooks on the counter had been doused with water. The edges of the yellow-trimmed curtains that his mother-in-law had hung for them just after they moved into the house were charred around the edges. There were puddles on the floor with ashes floating like little boats in a murky river. What a mess -- just like his life.


  He wished he had a magic wand that he could wave and everything would be all right again.  He didn't know why he kept hoping for a miracle. He'd said enough unanswered prayers to know that magic and miracles did not exist.


  He took off his suit coat and tossed it over the chair at the breakfast room table. Loosening the knot in his tie, he rolled up the sleeves to his elbows. Wading through a couple of inches of dirty water, he made his way to the refrigerator and opened the door. The inside was dark. Apparently the firemen had turned off the electricity, but the beers were still cold. Thank God!


  He pulled out a can and opened it. One draught went a long way toward easing some of his frustration. As he took another sip he walked into the dining room, eager to get away from the kitchen disaster. That's when he saw the list of summer schools Mrs. Polking had left on the credenza. He reached for the paper, but his foot caught on the carpet and he stumbled, spilling beer all over everything.


  "Damn." He shook the beer off the top of the paper, but the ink smeared and only one of the school names remained legible. "Happy Hollow School -- summer school programs, kindergarten through second grade," he read aloud. The school was in North Beach, just a mile away. Maybe he could convince the twins' grandmother to take the girls after school until he could find another baby-sitter.


  Of course, he didn't have much credit left with the family. The girls had terrorized their aunt, uncle, and grandparents long before they'd started in on the nannies. And he hated to ask Sophia to baby-sit. She usually spent her afternoons at De Luca's, helping her husband, Vincent, and her son, Frank, run the family restaurant.


  School was the best answer, at least until he could find another nanny. With any luck the teachers at Happy Hollow would be tough enough to take anything his girls could dish out.
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  Prologue


  


  


  San Francisco-1952


  


  The fire started easily, a small spark, a whisper of breath, and the tiny flame leaped and crackled. It slid quickly down the length of rope, growing in size and beauty with each inch it consumed. It wasn't too late to stop it, to have second thoughts. A fire extinguisher was nearby. It would take just a second to grab it and douse the small flames. But the fire was so beautiful, mesmerizing -- gold, red, orange, black -- the colors of the dragons that had promised so much: prosperity, love, good health, a second chance, a new start.


  The fire began to pop, the small sounds lost in the constant boom of firecrackers going off in the streets of San Francisco in celebration of the Chinese New Year. No one would notice another noise, another spark of light, until it was too late. In the confusion of the smoke and the crowds, the dragons and the box they guarded would disappear. No one would ever know what had really happened.


  The flame reached the end of the gasoline-soaked rope and suddenly burst forth in a flash of intense, deadly heat. More explosions followed as the fire caught the cardboard boxes holding precious inventory and jumped toward the basement ceiling. A questioning cry came from somewhere, followed by the sound of footsteps running down the halls of the building that had once been their sanctuary, their dream for the future, where the treasures of the past were turned into cold, hard cash.


  The cost of betrayal would be high. They would be brothers no more. But then, their ties had never been of blood, only of friendship -- a friendship that some would think had died this night of fire, but in truth had died much earlier.


  There was only one thing left to do, grab the dragons and their box of secrets. The back door offered an escape route. The wall of fire would prevent anyone from seeing the truth. No one would ever know who was responsible.


  The crate where the dragons were stored beckoned like the welcoming wave of an old friend. It took but a moment to pry off the lid. Eye-watering smoke and intense heat made it difficult to see what was inside, but it was impossible not to realize that something was missing.


  Only one dragon was inside! The other dragon was gone, as was the box. How could it be? Where were they? The three pieces were never to be separated. They all knew the importance of keeping them together.


  There was no time to search further. A door on the opposite side of the basement was flung open. A man holding a red fire extinguisher shot a small, helpless stream of chemicals at what was now a raging inferno.


  The fire could not be stopped, nor the future. It was done. For better or worse, the dragons would never dance together again.


  Chapter One


  


  


  San Francisco -- Today


  


  "They say that dragons bring good luck to their owners," Nan Delaney said.


  Riley McAllister studied the dark bronze statue in his grandmother's hands. Ten inches tall, it appeared to be a dragon, although the figure looked more like a monster with its serpent body and dirty scales. Its brilliant green eyes blazed like real stones, but those eyes couldn't possibly be jade. Nor could the golden stripe that ran around its neck really be gold. As for luck, Riley had never believed in it before, and he didn't intend to start now. "If that dragon were lucky, we'd be at the front of this line," he grumbled.


  He cast a frustrated look at the people around them, at least a hundred he estimated. When he'd agreed to help his grandmother clear out her attic, he'd never imagined he'd be standing in the parking lot at the Cow Palace Arena in San Francisco early Monday morning with a bunch of people who wanted to have their trash appraised by a traveling antiques show.


  "Patience, Riley." Nan's voice still held a touch of her native Irish brogue even though she'd lived in California for sixty years.


  He frowned at his grandmother's perky smile, wondering where she got her energy. She was seventy-three years old, for God's sake. But then, she'd always been a pint-sized dynamo. Pretty, too, with her stark white hair that had been the same shade for as long as he could remember, and her pale blue eyes that always seemed to see straight into his soul.


  "Good things come to those who wait," she reminded him.


  Not in his experience. Good things came to those who sweated blood, pulled out all the stops, sacrificed everything, and never let sentiment cloud reason. "Why don't you let me sell this stuff on the Internet?" he suggested for the twentieth time.


  "And let someone take advantage of me? I don't think so."


  "What makes you think these people won't take advantage of you?"


  "Because Antiques on the Road is on television," she said with simple logic. "They can't lie in front of millions of people. Besides, this will be fun, a new experience. And you're a peach to come with me. The perfect grandson."


  "Yeah, I'm a peach, and you can stop the buttering up, because I'm already here."


  His grandmother smiled and set the dragon gently on top of the other treasures in the red Radio Flyer wagon she'd also found in the attic. She was convinced that somewhere in her pile of pottery, dolls, baseball cards and old books was a rare find. He thought she'd be lucky to get five dollars for everything in the wagon.


  A loud clattering noise drew his head around. "What the hell is that?" he asked in amazement as a tall man dressed in full armor lumbered toward the front of the line.


  "He looks like a knight in shining armor."


  "More like the tin man in need of a brain."


  "He probably thinks he has a better chance of getting on the show if he wears the armor. I wonder if we have anything interesting we could wear." She squatted next to the wagon and began digging through the pile.


  "Forget about it. I'm not wearing anything but what I have on." Riley pulled up the zipper on his black leather jacket, feeling like the only sane person in the middle of a freak show.


  "What about this?" she asked, handing him a baseball cap.


  "Why did you bring that? It's not an antique."


  "It was signed by Willie Mays. It says so right there."


  Riley checked out the signature scrawled across the bill of the cap. He hadn't seen the cap in a very long time, but he distinctly remembered writing on it. "Uh, Grandma, I hate to tell you this, but I'm Willie Mays. I was planning to sell that hat to Jimmy O'Hurley, but somebody tipped him off."


  She frowned. "You were a very bad boy, Riley."


  "I tried."


  The busty redhead standing in front of them turned her head at his comment, giving him a long, sexy look. "I like bad boys," she said with a purr that matched her cat's eyes.


  The old man standing next to her tapped his cane impatiently on the ground. "What did you say, Lucy?" he asked, adjusting his hearing aid.


  The redhead cast Riley a wistful look, then turned back to the stooped, old buzzard who had probably put the two-carat ring on her third finger. "I said, I love you, honey."


  "That's just sick," Nan whispered to Riley. "She's young enough to be his granddaughter. It goes to show that men can always get younger women."


  "If they have enough money," Riley agreed.


  "I hate that you're so cynical."


  "Realistic, Grandma. And I don't think you'd be happy if I was walking around San Francisco in armor, pretending to be a knight. So be glad I have a job. The line is moving," he added with relief, as the crowd began to shift toward the front doors of the arena.


  The Cow Palace, once known for its livestock shows, had been divided into several sections, the first an initial screening area where experts scoured the items brought in. When it was their turn, the first screener riffled quickly through Nan's stash, pausing when she came to the statue. She told them to continue to the next screening area with the dragon only. The second screener had the same reaction and called over another appraiser to confer.


  "I think we might get on the show," his grandmother whispered. "Now I wish I'd had my hair done." Nan patted her head self-consciously. "How do I look?"


  "Perfect."


  "And you're lying, but I love you for it." Nan stiffened as the two experts broke apart. "Here they come."


  "This is a very interesting piece," one of the men said. "We'd like to put it on the show."


  "You mean it's worth something?" Nan asked.


  "Definitely," the man replied with a gleam in his eyes. "Our Asian art expert will be able to tell you much more, but we feel this piece may date back to an ancient dynasty."


  "A dynasty?" Nan murmured in wonder. "Imagine that. Riley, did you hear him? Our dragon came from a dynasty."


  "Yeah, I heard him, but I don't believe it. Where did you get that statue, anyway?"


  "I have no idea. Your grandpa must have picked it up somewhere," she said as they made their way across the arena. "This is exciting. I'm so glad you came with me."


  "Just don't get your heart broken," he cautioned in the face of her growing enthusiasm. "It could still be worth nothing."


  "Or maybe it's worth a million dollars. Maybe they'll want to put it in a museum."


  "Well, it is ugly enough for a museum."


  "We're ready for you, Mrs. Delaney," a smiling young woman said as she ushered them onto the set, which was cluttered with lights and cameras.


  An older man of Asian descent greeted them. After inspecting the dragon, he told them the statue had probably been crafted during the Zhou dynasty. "A rare find," he added, launching into a detailed explanation of the materials used, including the jade that made up the eyes, and the twenty-four karat gold strip that encircled the dragon's neck.


  Riley wondered if he could possibly be hearing the man correctly. It appeared that this very odd-looking dragon had some important place in Chinese history and quite possibly had belonged in the private collection of an emperor. The expert estimated that the dragon might be worth thousands of dollars, maybe hundreds of thousands.


  When their segment ended and they were escorted off the set, they were immediately swamped by appraisers and other experts, who handed them business cards and shook their hands. Riley kept a tight grip on the dragon as well as his grandmother's arm. The dragon was like a prime steak tossed into a pack of hungry wolves. He'd never seen such covetous looks, such outright greed and hunger.


  His grandmother wanted to stop and chat, but he forcibly propelled her through the crowd, not relaxing until they were in his car with the doors locked. He let out a breath. "That was insane. Those people are crazy."


  "Just excited, I think," Nan said, looking at the statue in his hands. "Can you believe this thing is thousands of years old?"


  For a brief second he almost could. There seemed to be an intense heat radiating from the dragon, burning his hands. Oh, hell, it was probably just his imagination. Whether it was a year old or several thousand years old, it was still just a piece of bronze, nothing to get worked up over. He set the statue on the console between them, more relieved than he cared to admit to have it out of his hands.


  "And it was in our attic," Nan continued, a dreamy note in her voice. "Imagine that. It's like a fairy tale."


  "Or a nightmare."


  Nan ignored him as she flipped through the pile of business cards she'd received. "Oh, my goodness. The House of Hathaway. Look." She held up the simple, engraved card naming San Francisco's most famous and elegant store. "They want me to call as soon as possible. I have a very good feeling about this."


  "Do you? Because I have a very bad feeling."


  "You worry too much. Don't think about the problems -- think about the possibilities. This could be the beginning of something amazing."


  * * *


  "Is it possible that this dragon was actually crafted during the Zhou dynasty?" Paige Hathaway asked her father, David, as she froze the frame on the videotape one of their scouts had sent over from Antiques on the Road. If anyone could date the piece, it was her father, the head buyer for the House of Hathaway and their resident expert on Chinese art.


  "It's possible," he said, a note of excitement in his voice and a glitter of anticipation in his eyes as he moved closer to the screen. "I wish I could see it better. That man keeps getting in my way. They really should make the object clearly visible to the camera."


  The man her father was referring to was a tall, ruggedly built guy in a black leather jacket, who had started out looking uncomfortable in front of the camera and now appeared completely amazed and very, very skeptical. He was a striking contrast to the sweet, sparkling old lady he called Grandma, who seemed more than a little thrilled at the thought of her good fortune. And it might be incredibly good fortune if her father was right about the age of the object.


  "Why hasn't she called us?" her father asked in irritation. "Are you sure you told her it was imperative we speak with her today?"


  "On both messages that I left," Paige reassured him. "I'm sure she'll call back." Although, as Paige checked her watch, she realized it was almost six o'clock. "Maybe not until tomorrow."


  "This can't wait until tomorrow. I must have that dragon."


  David paced restlessly around Paige's fifth-floor office. The room was decorated with simple, beautiful Chinese furnishings that were meant to relax and inspire. The calming atmosphere was obviously having no such effect on her father.


  "Do you realize what a find this could be?" he continued. "The Zhou dynasty is estimated to have begun around the year 1050 B.C. This could be a very early bronze. That dragon must have an incredible story to tell."


  "I can't wait to hear you tell it," she murmured. She liked her father the most at moments like these, when there was passion in his eyes, in his voice, in his heart.


  "I can't tell the story until I see that dragon, until I hold it in my hand, measure its weight, listen to its voice, feel its magic." David walked over to the window that overlooked Union Square. Paige doubted he was looking at the city lights. He was caught up in the pursuit of a new acquisition. When that happened, nothing else mattered to him. He was completely focused on his goal.


  And, for the first time, he'd included her. Usually, acquisitions went through preliminary calls made by his assistant buyers, depending on the type of piece and area of expertise. If they deemed the object of interest, they would call in her father. But this time, he'd come straight to her, asking her to call Mrs. Delaney. She couldn't help wondering why, but she wasn't inclined to ask. If he wanted her involved, then she'd be involved.


  She smiled as he ran a restless hand through his wavy brown hair, messing it up. It drove her mother, Victoria, crazy that her husband often looked as creased as the dollar bills he stuffed into his pockets, instead of in the expensive wallet she'd given him for his fifty-fifth birthday several months earlier. But that was David Hathaway, a little bit rumpled, often impulsive, and always interesting. Sometimes Paige wished she were more like him. But, despite having inherited her father's dark brown eyes, she was more her mother's daughter. Maybe if he'd spent more time at home, if he'd taught her the things he knew instead of leaving her education up to her mother, if he'd loved her as much as he'd loved China...


  No, she wouldn't go there. She wouldn't be jealous of an entire country. That was ridiculous, and Hathaways were never ridiculous or anything else that was less than perfect.


  Her grandfather and her mother had instructed her every day of her life to sit up straight, be responsible, never show emotion, never lose control. The lessons of a lifetime still ran through her head like an irritating song, one she couldn't ignore. Her impeccably neat office reflected those lessons, replicating the atmosphere in which she had grown up, one of sophistication, money, culture, and coldness. Even now, she felt a chill run down her arms that had nothing to do with the cool February weather and everything to do with her family.


  Maybe if her sister, Elizabeth, had lived, things would have been different. She wouldn't have had to bear the burden of expectations, especially those of her mother and her grandfather, who looked to her as the only Hathaway heir upon whom all responsibilities would one day fall. Paige felt guilty at the thought, because there were a million reasons why her older sister should be alive and none of them had anything to do with making Paige's life easier.


  "She found it in her attic," David said abruptly, turning back to her. "That's what the old woman said, right?"


  "Yes, that's what she said on the show." Paige forced herself to focus on the present.


  "You need to call her again, Paige, right now."


  The strange gleam in his eyes increased her uneasiness. "Why is this so important, Dad?"


  "That's a good question." The voice came from the doorway.


  Paige turned to see her mother, Victoria, enter the room. A tall, rail-thin blonde, Victoria was a picture of sophistication, the ultimate feminine executive. There was intelligence in her sharp blue eyes, impatience in her voice, and a hint of ruthlessness in her face. Dressed in a black power suit; Victoria was too intimidating to be truly beautiful, but no one who met her ever forgot her.


  "I asked you a question, David," Victoria repeated. "Why are you stirring up the staff, asking Martin and Paige and God knows who else to find this Delaney woman? Is the dragon worth that much?"


  "It could be priceless."


  She uttered a short, cynical laugh. "Everything has a price, darling."


  "Not everything."


  "Have you seen something like this dragon before in one of your books? Or perhaps you've heard a story, a fairy tale? We know how much you love fairy tales, especially ones coming from China. You know everything there is to know about that country and its people." Victoria spit out the word people as if it had left a bad taste in her mouth. "Don't you?"


  "Why do you care, Vicky?" he asked, deliberately using the nickname she hated. "It's not as if actual art holds any interest for you."


  "Its value certainly does."


  Paige sighed as her parents exchanged a glance of mutual dislike. Her father was right, though. Her mother rarely even looked at the inventory in the store. She was the financial wizard, the company spokesperson. David was the passionate art expert, the one for whom each piece told a special story. And Paige, well, no one had figured out her place at Hathaway's yet, least of all herself.


  "Oh, I almost forgot." David reached into his pocket and pulled out a velvet pouch. "I bought this for Elizabeth's birthday, to add to her collection."


  Paige watched as he slipped out a small, exquisitely carved jade dragon that had probably been designed to fit on the top of a sword. "It's perfect. It will go nicely with the others," she said as her mother turned away.  Victoria had never been comfortable talking about Elizabeth or acknowledging the tokens that David continued to buy each year in honor of his oldest daughter's love of dragons. "Do you want to leave that with me now?" she asked.


  Her father returned the dragon to its pouch. "No, I'll keep it until we go to the cemetery next week."


  "Really, David, these ridiculous birthday parties of yours. They're so distasteful," Victoria said with a frustrated shake of her head. "It's been twenty-two years. Don't you think --"


  "No, I don't think," David said, cutting her off. "If you don't want to go to the cemetery, then Paige and I will go on our own. Right, Paige?"


  Paige looked from one to the other, feeling very much like a wishbone. But she couldn't say no to her father. Elizabeth's annual birthday party was one of the few occasions they always spent together. "Of course."


  The phone on her desk rang. Paige pushed the button for the intercom, grateful for the distraction.


  "Mrs. Delaney is on line one," her secretary said.


  "Thanks, Monica." She put the phone on speaker. "Hello, Mrs. Delaney. I'm glad you called. We'd love to talk to you about your dragon."


  "I'm so excited," Nan said. "It's been such an incredible day. I can't tell you."


  Paige smiled at the enthusiasm in the older woman's voice. "I'm sure it has been. We're hoping we might persuade you to bring the dragon down to the store tomorrow so we can take a look at it. Maybe first thing in the morning?"


  "The morning is out, I'm afraid. Riley can't drive me until tomorrow afternoon."


  "That will be fine. In fact, we have a wonderful tea. I don't know if you've heard of it, but --"


  "Oh, yes, yes, I have heard of it," Nan said. "I've heard it's fantastic."


  "Good, because we'd like to treat you and a friend or a family member to tea and a private appraisal. What do you say?"


  "That sounds terrific," Nan replied.


  "Good, why don't we --"


  "Just a second," Nan said. There was a rustling, then a male voice came over the speaker.


  "Miss Hathaway, I'm Riley McAllister, Mrs. Delaney's grandson. We'll be entertaining offers from numerous dealers, you understand," he said in a brusque voice.


  "Of course, but I hope you'll give us a chance to make you an offer after we verify the authenticity of your piece."


  "Since your store has had people calling my grandmother all day long, I'm fairly certain we have the real thing. But we will not be making any decisions without doing considerable research into the company making the offer. The House of Hathaway isn't the only game in town. And I will not allow my grandmother to be taken advantage of."


  Paige frowned, not caring for the implication. The House of Hathaway had an impeccable reputation, certainly not one of taking advantage of little old ladies.


  "My grandmother will bring the dragon in tomorrow," Mr. McAllister continued. "She'll be coming with a friend and myself. We'll be there at three o'clock."


  "That sounds --" The dial tone cut off her reply. "Well, that was rude," she said, pressing the button to disconnect the call.


  "Why did you suggest the tea?" her father asked, irritated. "That's not until the afternoon."


  "She said she couldn't do it in the morning."


  "I just hope that doesn't mean she's taking the dragon somewhere else. I want that dragon, whatever it costs," he said.


  "Don't be absurd, David," Victoria replied. "We don't have an unlimited budget. Need I remind you of that?"


  "Need I remind you that I make the buying decisions?" David looked Victoria straight in the eye. "Don't get in my way, Vicky, not on this." And with that, he turned on his heel and exited the room, leaving Paige alone with her mother.


  "Always so dramatic," Victoria murmured.


  "Why do you think this dragon is so important to Dad?" Paige asked.


  "I have no idea. What's important to your father has been a mystery to me for some time." She paused. "Keep me informed about the dragon, won't you?"


  "Why?"


  "Because I run the company."


  "I've never known you to care about an old statue."


  "I care about everything that concerns this store, especially things that make your father believe he has a blank check."


  Paige frowned as her mother left the office, shutting the door behind her. It had been a long time since both her parents had been interested in the same thing. That couldn't possibly be good.
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