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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.




End of sample
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