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Prologue
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The small red hatchback pulled into the parking lot, puttering through the cold night to the employee area at the far end of the blacktop. Sparsely populated, he had a perfect view of her pulling to a stop in the circle of light emitted by powerful globes atop a lone tower. So far away from the inner Melbourne hospital, it sat isolated and vulnerable.

Richard Riley sank lower in his car seat as he kept a close eye her. The brief was straight forward: keep Hope McCafferty alive long enough so she could take down the Mustang family. In theory, it seemed simple enough and with the help of his team, he knew he’d fulfil the mission specs and earn a tidy pay packet.

In reality...Riley shook his head at the enormity of the task. The Mustangs were formidable and Hope seemed oblivious to the danger pursuing her.

He’d learned a lot about her in the last month, most notable was her fondness for ritual. Even amidst her rotating shift schedule, she kept up habits too easily read. The engine ran for a few minutes as she shoved clothing into a duffel bag. He chuffed softly at her use of a duffel. Not commonly amongst hospital staff but he suspected her father had more to do with it than anything.

The car’s exhaust spat gray smoke into the early morning darkness while she dressed, threading her arms into a thick black coat. Finally, she pulled the hood up over her loose, long blond hair.

The engine stopped.

The door swung open.

The slender, athletic frame of the emergency doctor emerged.

Hoisting the bag over her shoulder, she locked the vehicle and moved with pace across the frosty lot, her breath pluming in a white cloud. With her eyes forward, she sliced through the dark, taking no notice of the cars around her.

He’d make a point of showing her why she needed to be more careful, why she couldn’t follow the same pattern day-in day-out, why she needed to stay alert.

She’d spent the last ten years as Brody Holland, a name assigned to protect her from the truth. He sighed at the tangled web of her identity and watched her lithe figure power across the lot. So very much like her father.

God rest his soul.

Riley wasn’t a religious man—not by any stretch of the imagination—but he had prayed this day would never come. His promise to her father echoed from the past. The promise itself wasn’t the problem; what it represented was. The threat coming for her was not of her making, but it would upend her life and open old wounds.

She was the daughter of a man who tried to bring down a gangster and was likely murdered for his efforts. No one knew how much she remembered but her existence jeopardized too much.

Riley’s body protested the long, cold night in the cramped confines of the Mustang. He tried to reason with his achy muscles. They’d been through worse. Much, much worse. At least he was dry. He had food and water. No one was trying to kill him. So far, this had been his safest assignment yet, but it wouldn’t last.

He tugged his collar further up around his neck to ward off the chill that crept into the car. He needed her to trust him. It was never usually an issue. People trusted him enough to pay him to protect and find their loved ones, but this was different. Observing her had taught him she had few close friends. She focused squarely on her job but even then, her solitude shone like a beacon.

He needed her to look beyond his battle scars to and see past his relationship with her father for her to listen to him. Doubt weighed heavily on his thoughts. His people-skills needed work and if it weren’t for his team, the last ten years would have been a hell of a lot lonelier than they were.

Giving a shake to ward off the pity-party, he tucked his fingers under his armpits and tried to settle back into his seat. Hope’s arrival shouldn’t have any effect on him other than to keep him alert, but she wasn’t just anyone.

Not to his team and certainly not to him. They owed their lives to her father and not one of them would stand by and see her harmed. As for Riley, her innocence represented everything he’d spent the last ten years fighting to protect.

No.

She meant more than he dared to admit. Something about her reached beyond his hardened shell. He didn’t know what he’d do if she refused to trust him.

About to settle in for a combat nap, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He tracked the lone figure shuffling from one car to another until it reached her tin can. His mind honed in though his body remained still. Parked in a dark recess far, far away, he had no intention of alerting the stranger to his presence.

He watched the silhouette try each of the doors. Finding no easy access, the intruder peered through the windows. What did her assailant hope to find?

Riley knew, from his own surveillance, she left nothing in her car. Not even a lip balm. The vehicle was as clean as if it’d been to the detailers, a fact he found odd, given her habitual existence. 

With no alternative, the stranger stepped away from the little red number, turning into the light and giving Riley a good long look at an old, familiar face.

And, so the time had come. The bounty on her head had attracted hunters from far and wide. The first had found her and she remained none the wiser. Zipping his hoodie up to his neck, Riley squinted as the enemy across the parking lot disappeared back into the shadows. Riley reached for his phone and hit speed dial.

“Yes, Boss.”

He smiled at the familiar voice of his second in-charge. “Is the team in position?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Get ready because the shit is about to hit the proverbial.”
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Chapter One
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“The man you’re talking to isn’t who he says he is.”

The deep voice on the phone almost stopped her heart. Unfamiliar, it sounded like he’d been gargling with gravel. Her gaze drifted to the man sitting on the bench seat opposite, a man she’d known for years. Built like a tank, Jon Hamilton had mentored her through her first years as a trauma surgeon. Now, he guided her as she instructed others.

He smiled at her expectantly, the angular planes of his face softening. Spring sunshine made his blond hair glow.

“You don’t know me, but I know you,” said the voice on the phone, his tone patient and soft. Vaguely aware she’d heard it before, she listened with caution. “Very discretely, back away from the impostor.”

Her heart found its rhythm and her belly clenched. What the hell was going on? The raving lunatic on the phone must have called the wrong number. Jon was most certainly not an impostor. He was kind and gentle and he’d been generous with his time and wisdom. This was crazy.

“He’s a Mustang and he will hurt you. Trust me.”

She swallowed as dread jammed her throat. The Mustangs, the family whose past deeds had shaped her life and brought her to this point. She knew better than to mess with a Mustang, but Jon? How could anyone even suggest that?

She frowned as concern clouded Jon’s deep green eyes. He held a twenty-fifth birthday gift in his hands, delivering it almost two weeks early because he needed to fly to Europe. She blinked and gave a shake. She saw nothing to suggest he harbored ill-intent toward her. Besides, she should know what a Mustang looked like.

Shouldn’t she?

Except, her mind went blank. She closed her eyes, trying to summon images of the Mustangs. The best she could do was imagine typical Italian features but even then, there was nothing specific. They had changed the trajectory of her life and yet she couldn’t even picture one of them. History had a lot to answer for.

She’d give the wacko on the phone a piece of her mind, except when she opened her eyes and met Jon’s, something changed. Though a smile sat firmly on his lips, the ominous intensity of his gaze sent a tingle down her spine. A sense of danger bloomed in the pit of her stomach and swelled until it squeezed her heart.

This she knew. This she’d felt before. She reasoned it was just paranoia, the sensation bolstered by the voice on the phone. Although she tried to dismiss the feeling, she couldn’t deny she was caught between a rock and a hard place.

Of these two men, one was lying.

Or maybe both.

“Why?”

A pause. She thought about hanging up.

“Because I promised your father I’d protect you when the time came.”

In that second, her world tilted off its axis. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see straight. The guy was a nutjob. How could he have promised her father anything when Damien was dead? Murdered ten years ago. And how on earth had either of these men found her when she’d been in Witness Protection ever since? 

She glanced at the man opposite again. Befriending her when she first became a surgeon, he’d never given her a reason to doubt him. He’d counselled her, listened to her doubts, offered a steadying influence to her sometimes-wayward rudder. The trust she’d placed in him had never been broken. How could she question years of friendship when he’d never put a foot wrong? 

If the stranger with the gravel voice was to be believed, it suggested Jon had spent those years grooming her to eventually hurt her. The thought made her sick. The poor timing of the phone call was a stark reminder her life was the very definition of bizarre. Between chiding interns for barfing over a particularly bloody severed limb and almost fainting at the stench of the cafeteria, she’d begun to wonder where her life was headed.

Which was why she’d asked to meet Jon on her morning break. To take advantage of the late September sunshine, she’d insisted they meet in the hospital courtyard and enjoy Melbourne’s spring.

She’d hoped he could explain why she felt so disconnected from life, why she felt old, far too old when she considered that the medical students in her care were barely younger than her. Hell, of the latest batch of recruits, three were a good deal older and they didn’t like taking orders from a junior one little bit.

Accelerated from high school to university long before her eighteenth birthday, she astounded everyone with her ability to skip through her studies in a blink. It had all been so easy, and a welcome distraction from the giant hole her father’s death had left in her life. She’d spent too long grieving and too many nights dreaming of being able to step back in time and stop his murder.

Jon’s wisdom had never failed her and his reliability made it harder to believe the voice on the phone. Melancholy tumbled through her but she didn’t have time to dwell. She had to make a choice. Trust a man she’d known for years, or take a chance on a stranger who questioned what she thought she knew.

She should hang up and tell them both to get lost, but something stopped her. Sitting in the empty courtyard between towering hospital wings, she became acutely aware of the silence around them.

If Jon was somehow a Mustang, he hid it well. He didn’t have the distinctive Italian features she associated with the infamous family but then, her mind refused to let her see much into her past. She lamented her muddled memories. She couldn’t even remember the day her father died, and each passing twenty-four hours seemed to steal another of her precious recollections of him.

Post-Traumatic Stress Injury, the shrink said. She preferred to think of it as amnesia. Whatever the explanation, Damien was now little more than a ghost to her, an apparition who almost didn’t have a face or a voice anymore.

If she couldn’t remember her father, how was she to recall the men she believed stole her life, ripped away her remaining parent and left her to fend for herself at fourteen?

Whether the man sitting with the rigid spine on the bench was one of them or not, she decided a little distance was in order. From both men.

“You must get away from him.”

Unsure if the voice came from inside her head or over the phone line, she instinctively heeded the warning. Glancing at Jon, she found him watching with an unnerving intensity. Like he could see right through the façade. He made a face as if to ask what was wrong. She placed her hand over the phone and pulled it away from her ear.

“I’m sorry, there’s been a family emergency. I must go.”

He stood. “But Hope, I haven’t finished with you yet.”

Hope. A shudder rattled down her spine. How could he know her real name? When she brought the phone up to her ear, she only heard one word, “Run.”

Taking off at full speed, her knuckles turned white as she gripped the phone. She didn’t need to glance back to know he followed her. His footsteps were close, too close. She ran faster. Her heart pounded in her chest; her breath burned her lungs. He’d catch her if she didn’t move her ass.

How, in a matter of minutes, could her world be turned up-side-down-inside-out? Again? On one hand, the crazy lunatic on the phone claimed to have been sent by her dead father. On the other, a pensioner chased her, a member of the family she’d always believed responsible for her father’s murder.

Damn it. She cursed, stumbled and regained speed. 

“Hey,” she yelled into the phone. “What now, smart ass?”

“Make a loop of the administration building, head for the car park. I’ll be waiting.”

“Hell no!” She shouted. “I don’t trust either of you. If you are who you say, then you’ll get me out of this without the hero crap.”

He grunted. “Fine. But he’s got a gun. It’s in a shoulder holster. Run faster.”

The very word gun jacked up her speed, her legs pumping hard, her muscles screaming at the strain as she rounded a corner. “He’s sixty-five,” she breathed. “How can he run so fast?”

A laugh crackled across the staticky phone line, but she heard his heavy breathing. He’d probably lost sight of her once she turned the corner. Slowing was not an option. She headed toward the entrance of the administration building. Being chased through hospital grounds would raise alarm bells. Right?

“They can’t help you.” The voice barked as she sped through the automatic doors and ran deeper into the ten-story building. A clerk at the administration desk glared at her with a stern expression, Hope ignored her. So what if she ran through the halls? It wouldn’t be the first time but she realized it could very well be her last. Whatever came of this little chase, the fallout from the truth of this charade would effectively quash her career.

Well, better go out with a bang.

“What then?”

“Roof.”

As the word hit her ear, she took a left and hit the stairs running. Bounding up them two at a time, the slap of her hospital shoes echoed through the concrete chamber. She climbed five flights in a heartbeat and thanked her lucky stars she hadn’t thrown in the towel at the gym. Blood raced through her veins, rushed through in her ears, narrowed her vision.

On the fifth floor, she sped along the main corridor and found the second stairwell in the center of the building. It was the only one by which the roof of the building could be accessed. Hope raced up more stairs, her footsteps resonating through the empty structure. Five more flights and her thighs felt like they were on fire.

She pushed through the roof access door and burst out into the bright sunshine. Behind her, the stairwell sat silent. Her pursuer had fallen further behind, giving her a brief reprieve.

“All right,” she wheezed, thankful for her youthful advantage. Cool air seared her lungs. It felt good to be in control. “I’m here.”

“Barricade the door.”

Frantically searching the barren rooftop, she found only a ventilation cover and tried to wedge it under the door handle. It was no use; the flimsy aluminum wouldn’t hold. Scanning the flat expanse once more, she found nothing.

Her search came to a halt at the sound of someone pushing against the door. Paralyzed, Hope listened. Her heart continued to pound as she tried to command her body to move. It didn’t, and like in a bad horror movie, she could only watch the door rattle and shake.

“Hope?” The voice on the other end of the phone made her jump. He knew her true identity too?

“Jammed it but it won’t—”

The sound of a gunshot made her jump.

“Hope?” 

“What now?”

Spinning wildly, she took one last, lingering look at the emptiness surrounding her. Only large vents and outlets, air conditioning units and water tanks were up here. All useless.

“Hide.”

Heartbeats filled her ears, but the single word sliced through them to boom in her head. Where in hell could she hide up here? She whirled around and ducked behind a large water tank. The sound of another gunshot almost stopped her heart.

Jon was going to kill her. The lunatic on the phone had been right.

“I know you’re up here.” Jon sang the words, sounding jubilant. She wanted to scream. “I know you, remember? You cannot hide from me, McCafferty.”

Somehow, above the hammering in her head and the startled shout of her brain, she heard footsteps crunch on the rooftop surface. Her heartbeat paused momentarily as they closed in on her. Moving her feet was out of the question. He’d hear her just like she heard him. She froze.

“Just hand over the microchip.”

Microchip?

He jumped out from behind the water tank. From atop the six-foot structure, Hope held her breath and peered over the edge. Climbing to the top a split-second before her pursuer appeared, she laid perfectly still and flat.

“It didn’t have to be this way, Hope, but you have to understand, I can’t let you hurt my family. I wish I could do that without killing you,” he laughed, the sound low and sinister in the silence of the rooftop. “Your damned father couldn’t leave well enough alone. What did he do with the microchip?”

Sirens wailed in the distance. Score one for the good guys. This would be over in no time.

She held the phone to her ear and listened. Nothing.

And then—

“I’m here,” he whispered.

She heard a second pair of footsteps. Jon must have thought all his Christmases came at once. He ran full steam at the source of the sound only to find a man instead of her.

He skidded to a halt, arms swinging out to stop his momentum. “What the—?”

Hope’s eyes zeroed in on the mystery caller, curiosity getting the better of her. Dressed in black tactical gear, she noticed his exceptional physical conditioning. Tall and lean, his shaggy shoulder-length black hair barely hid a deep, silver scar on his left cheek.

Jon motioned with his head. “You can’t stop this. The whole world is coming for her.”

The two men danced around each other while the sirens grew louder. Her scarred rescuer made a show of tucking the phone into a pocket and holding his arms out wide. Jon re-holstered his gun and shook his head. 

“How did you find her?”

Jon only laughed. “I have my ways. You?”

Scar-face winked. “I have my ways, too.”

They engaged.

Fists and feet flew. She winced at the wet sounds of punches finding their targets. Squeezing her eyes shut, it occurred to her that Scar-face could lose. What then?

Move.

She hit the ground running, shooting past the two men fighting and flying down the stairs as fast as her feet would carry her. Uniformed officers ignored her as they headed up to the roof. Hope had no inclination to give them directions and exited the building through the same doors she used to enter.

Aware people stared at her, she raced across the courtyard. One thing was certain, she had to get out of here. Ducking around the corner of another building, her mind went to the man on the rooftop fighting to keep her alive.

Without warning, her body came to a screeching halt. Whether he seemed like a crazed psycho or not, he’d saved her life. Sucking in air, she turned back to the administration building. She tried to calm her mind enough to think clearly.

If he’d saved her, did that mean she could trust him? Or had he only saved her to then hurt her?

She had no way of knowing. Maybe she should give him a chance, but the paranoia clouding her mind took over. Visions of her savior turning into her killer assaulted her. 

Stop it!

She turned her face up to the rooftop, torn between instinct and curiosity. She never expected to see a tiny black figure leap off the building. On reflex, she dragged in a breath and held it. His body flew into the air ten floors above the ground. What the hell?

Fear squeezed her heart. Don’t let him die. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears as the seconds stretched out interminably. He dropped like a rock, before a small parachute billowed out above him. It filled with air, slowing his fall enough so he could land with a graceful roll, release the canopy and take off at a run.

She’d seen the revolutionary kind of chute in action before. A small, compact sail meant to slow a fall from a five or six-story building. It smacked her between the eyes when she remembered who’d shown it to her.

Her father. 

Not sure why, Hope took off after Scar-face. Harmless or not, he’d known her father. He had to know what was going on. She would find a way to make him tell her the truth. 

Ahead of her, he brought the phone up to his ear. “Where are you?”

She heard his heavy breathing before hearing herself say, “That was cool.”

As he ran for the parking lot, he looked around the grounds.

“You saved my life,” she said, praying she’d positioned herself out of sight. “What’s going on?”

“It’s a green Mustang. Passenger seat has your name all over it.”

Honesty got the better of her. “I don’t trust you.”

“They know where you are. They know who you are. He won’t be the last.”

Her mouth moved before she could think. “I know but I’m not going anywhere with you.”

With that said, she broke cover and raced to catch up to him. In seconds, they ran side by side. Matching him stride for stride, she passed through the gates of the parking lot into a sea of stationary vehicles. Hope smiled at the irony. “A Mustang?”

“You can’t go home.” He ground to a halt on one side of the car. He stared at her calmly, his steely blue eyes frighteningly familiar. “They’re watching you.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m blond, not stupid, Captain Obvious.”

An eyebrow rose as Scar-face gave a singular nod. “Wouldn’t dream of calling you stupid.” He dug into his pocket and tossed the keys to her over the hood of the car. “Throw me your keys.” Hope didn’t question him as she followed his instructions. “In the glove compartment is a map with a set of coordinates. Be there by nightfall.”

“How do I know you’re not here to kill me, too?”

He gave a wry smile, the expression lopsided courtesy of the scar on his cheek. “Because if I let harm come to you, your father would rise from the grave and kick my ass.”
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Chapter Two
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Riley watched the car pull out of the parking lot and disappear into traffic. Whether she followed his instructions or not, he’d bought her a small window of safety. At least she understood its temporary nature and—he hoped—would be more careful.

Glancing across the car park, he eyed her car. The commotion would attract attention and it wouldn’t be long before the authorities swarmed the hospital grounds. They’d figure out her identity, her locker number and where she lived.

He needed to be one step ahead of them.

Turning away, he picked up to a jog and returned to the hospital. His reconnaissance during her shifts off gave him a good handle on the layout of the place. In seconds he procured a white coat and stethoscope from the supply closet. Draping the rubber tube around his neck, he shrugged into the lab coat as he walked through the halls. 

Passing by a trolley, he found a crepe paper surgical cap and mask. Fitting both in place, he obscured his appearance to hide from the cameras and potential witnesses. A nurse smiled at him. He nodded back and hoped she didn’t look beyond the outer white layer. Rounding a corner, he slowed to allow four police officers by and tuned his ears to their words.

“We need the CCTV footage. Jones, go fetch.”

Young and fresh-faced, the kid barely looked eighteen, but he nodded eagerly. “On it, Sir.”

Huddling, they lowered their voices. “How the hell did the old guy get away?”

Shrugs followed murmurs of sorry, Sir and I don’t know, Sir. Damien would’ve had their hides for such incompetence. They really did come across as bumbling coppers, but the only thing he cared about was that Hamilton had escaped.

Hamilton.

How the hell had he not seen Jonathon Hamilton in the last month? All his recon and surveillance had been rendered useless by the appearance of one man. He pictured them sitting together, the old man an arm’s length away. The familiarity between them and the wrapped birthday gift suggested Hamilton knew her well, like she trusted him completely.

Fuck.

One slip up and she could’ve been killed. It raised the question why Hamilton hadn’t gone after her before now, though. Did he know the whole story?

“We need statements and I need names.” The cop in charge circled a finger in the air to his men. “Round them up, boys. Every last nurse, orderly, and doctor. I want to know what the hell happened.”

Good luck with that.

Quickening his step, Riley headed for the locker rooms. Nurses rushed out and passed him. With a quick glance down the empty corridor, he slipped into the women’s changing rooms, hoping it was empty. Lady Luck had his back. He made short work of finding Hope’s locker. Sliding a small screwdriver out of his pocket, he jimmied the lock. It yielded easily.

Sparse didn’t begin to describe the interior. Most people had a photo pinned up, or their shift schedule. She had nothing. Plain cream metal walls gleamed back at him. Her coat hung to the side. The duffel sat on the bottom. He took it all, leaving a barren metal shell.

His retreat from the building took longer. Dodging the boys in blue needed more finesse now that they wanted interviews, but he slipped through their net and bundled her belongings in the little red engine before driving out of the lot without a backward glance. On the road, he dialed his second-in-charge.

“Boss?”

“She’s on her way. Should be a few hours before she gets to you. Make sure the cabin is warm.”

“Done. What about you?”

He grimaced. “I need to detour by her place before the cops get there. She’s going to need to disappear. Again.”

A heavy sigh came down the line. “Well, that sucks.”

No kidding. Ten years ago, the Mustangs destroyed her life. Now, they’d come for a second go-around. Still, they didn’t have a clue who the hell they were dealing with. Damien didn’t raise her like any normal child and she sure as hell wasn’t just some ER doctor.

No. Hope McCafferty posed a dangerous threat to the Mustang empire and it was his job to make sure she lived long enough to remember what she knew.
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Chapter Three
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Hours after the attempt on her life, adrenaline still flowed through her veins. Her pulse had hardly settled when Hope brought the Mustang to a stop and cut the engine. Silence engulfed her, deafening after the long drive with the hot rod engine rumbling beneath her.

She took a slow, deep breath, and forcibly willed her body to calm down. It’d taken every effort to stick to the speed limit and keep a lookout for anyone tailing her. Not that she had any idea how to deal with anyone following her. She wasn’t exactly a stunt driver or trained in the art of escape and evasion. But she hadn’t noticed any cars following her on the long, winding journey through the mountains. For the last half an hour, Hope had been on her own.

If anyone had followed, she could only pray they weren’t an expert sniper. Fear rattled through her at the irrational thought.

Easy.

She sighed and sagged back into the leather seat. Closing her eyes, Hope pinched the bridge of her nose to ease the pressure in her skull. She tried to make sense of everything but it happened so fast. Confusion pounded in her head while betrayal sat like lead in her heart. Nothing made sense. Not the man who’d shot at her, or the one who’d rescued her. 

It had been stupid to blindly do as Scar-face said and follow his directions. Driving for hours on end with no idea what she’d find when she arrived was equally foolish. Anyone could be waiting here for her, but then, she had nowhere else to go.

She opened her eyes and glanced at the gauge. It had nudged the empty mark a few clicks back and she’d feared she wouldn’t make it. With only her phone, she had no identification and no cash to top up the tank.

Confused why she lay any trust in Scar-face, Hope stared through the windshield to take in the view. A majestic cabin stood silently at the edge of a lake, a light green smattering of mottled moss and lichen clinging to its steeply pitched roof. Made from hand-cut logs, the rectangle stood surrounded by a veranda.

Beyond the house, she glimpsed the last rays of the sun reflected on the lake’s surface. A floating wooden dock bobbed silently in the fading sunlight. To the north, a boathouse stood in silhouette, small waves lapping gently against its walls.  

Deep in her gut, a sense of familiarity bloomed. She’d been here before yet she couldn’t recall a single memory of actually being inside the cabin. The more Hope tried, the worse her head ached.

Opening the car door, she shivered when the chilly air touched her skin. Cotton hospital scrubs weren’t designed for a stint in the mountains. A quick look around the interior revealed a brown leather jacket. Slipping her arms into the sleeves, she pulled it around her tight.

She climbed out of the low-slung vehicle and wandered toward the house. In the need to escape, she’d left her bag in her locker at the hospital. Hope felt stark naked. It hadn’t even crossed her mind to swing by to collect it. It was now part of the police investigation, no doubt raising more questions than it could answer.

She sighed and stuffed her hands in the pockets of the jacket. The hairs on the back of her nape prickled and a weird sense of being watched stole across her scalp. She turned on her heel, scanning the forest surrounding her. Nothing but imposing eucalyptus trees, tall ferns and tangled underbrush smattered with blackberry bushes accompanied her.

Suspicion tip-toed through her veins and she tried to shrug it off. How had anyone found her? Everything connecting her to life as a McCafferty should have been wiped out. Aside from the information the Witness Protection Agency had, every lead should have come to a dead-end. The only people who knew her real identity and location worked in witness protection. They should’ve protected her.

Should have...

Dread knotted her belly. Had there been a leak? Had her details been compromised? Or had someone infiltrated their organization to find her? Until she knew who she could trust, contacting them was out of the question.

Glancing at the cabin, she realized she had no means of gaining access. Short of breaking in, she was left out in the cold. Hope frowned, her head a swirling mix of unanswered questions and emotions she’d rather not analyze. Not tonight. Too tired, hungry and a little scared, she didn’t want to have to think beyond finding safety.

The gaps in her childhood memories seemed more important now. Long periods of time where she could recall nothing left her exposed and vulnerable. Looking at the cabin, she felt a sense of connection but no memories came to her. Maybe she fabricated the sensation. After the day’s events, Hope was prepared to believe even the wildest of fantasies.

None of this was accident or coincidence and she doubted that anything she said or did would stop it.

Her thoughts drifted to the scarred face of the stranger who’d kept her alive. His last words exploded in her mind. Because if I let harm come to you, your father would rise from the grave and kick my ass. Had he mentioned her father to reassure her and give her cause to trust him? She understood he had a connection to her father but nothing in his words told her of its nature.

Did Scar-face have allies keeping an eye on her? Staring up at the house, the sensation of being watched grew stronger. The very thought caused her belly to churn and stirred the hornets’ nest back into life. Scanning the thick bush around the cabin, she saw no signs of anyone. If someone was out there, they were well hidden. Whether a good thing or not, she didn’t know.

In the fading light, Hope felt exposed. She climbed back into the car and tried to form a plan. Unexpectedly, her thoughts landed back on Jon. Her eyes burned as tears gathered. The trust she’d placed in him mocked her but how was she to know? He’d never seemed anything other than a compassionate man who wanted to guide her.

Three years seemed like such a long time, but she’d been young and new to teaching. His gentle nature had offered safety and comfort when she’d needed it most. It was hard to believe their meeting had been anything other than coincidental but she couldn’t rule it out. Not now. Not after today.

The police would know who she was and they’d want to question her. Her identity would have to raise a red flag. If Scar-face had told the truth, and Jonathon Hamilton really was a Mustang, then his presence would open a Pandora’s box she didn’t know how to close.

The phone in her pocket chirped, the sound startling her. She recognized the number belonging to Scar-face. “You owe me an explanation.”

“Are you there yet?”

She sighed. “Exactly which there do you mean?”

“Don’t play games, Hope. This is life or death. There’s a key for the cabin on the key chain in your hand. You’ll be safe tonight. Before you turn in, make sure you read the letter on the kitchen counter. It should help explain some things. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“I’m not staying here alone.”

He chuffed, the tender sound at her ear surprisingly intimate. “You’re not alone, Hope. You have to trust me.”

“No, I don’t have to trust you. It’s clear my cover has been blown. I’ve been chased and shot at, and a man I thought I could trust tried to kill me. What makes you think I’m even listening?”

There was a brief silence before he said softly, “Because deep down, you know you can.”

She heard sadness in his voice. It urged her to believe him but how could she? She’d trusted Jon and look where that got her. Scar-face was nothing more than an acquaintance, and a very brief one at that. Nevertheless, his words elicited warmth in her belly. Strange. It had to be because she didn’t want to feel alone.

“Do you know why I can’t remember things from my past?” She took his silence as a yes. “Damn it, I want some answers.”
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Chapter Four
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Warm air greeted her when she pushed open the door, drawing her deeper into the cozy interior of the cabin. A fire roared in the hearth and welcomed her like a warm hug. She flipped the switch on her right and two lamps emitted gentle light.

Edging forward, she moved into the cabin until she could close the door. Casting a glance at the worn furniture, the colorful throw rugs and the framed photographs on the wall shooed away the cold within. Thawed by the homeliness of the cabin, she moved through the living area, drawn to a wall filled with photographs.

Sepia-toned pictures showed her father with her mother. They were young adults, barely out of their teens. She recognized her mother’s flaxen hair and fair skin, much like her own.

You look so much like her.

Her father’s voice floated to her from long ago, distant and barely recognizable. She hadn’t heard that sound in far too long. They looked gloriously happy in the photos. Together. In love. The passion in their eyes almost palpable. Hope’s chest heaved at the flood of emotion filling her. A sense of loss weighed heavily on her shoulders and grief overwhelmed her heart.

She was four when she lost her mother to a car accident, leaving her with little more than a sense of the woman. Deprived of memories, the closest connection she had was the single photograph she’d salvaged the night her father died.

How did she calculate exactly how much she’d lost of her childhood? Her eyes burned and filled with tears. Reaching forward, she carefully removed a framed photo of her mother, holding her as a baby. Damien stood to the side, one protective hand on his wife’s shoulder, the other on her. They both looked upon her with the love only parents could know.

Hope held the framed image to her chest and stared at the impressive arrangement of pictures. Later, when there was more time and less turmoil, she would make the effort necessary to examine each photo. For now, she’d be content to hold her parents to her heart.

Illuminated by the glow of the fire, she located the entrance to the small kitchen. Flipping on the overhead light, a harsh stark brightness stabbed at her eyes. Squinting until her vision adjusted, she saw pots and pans hanging from hooks on the walls. A large picture window looked over another section of the lake, silently disappearing in the last brush strokes of light. The room looked lived in; like someone had made their home here.

Taking in as many details as she could, her gaze ricocheted around the room until it fell on an envelope. Propped up by a coffee mug, it sat silent with her name scrawled on the front. Her breath caught in her throat.

Her father’s writing.

Unmistakable.

Even after all these years.

Tracing a finger over the ink, Hope’s stomach knotted in anticipation. He’d written the letter long ago in preparation for this very moment. An uncanny chill stalked across her scalp. How could he have known?

Letter and photo frame in hand, she retraced her footsteps, doused the kitchen light and curled up on the couch by the fire. Tugging a blanket over her, she laid the photo frame against her stomach traced a finger over the letters of her name.

She hadn’t heard his voice in ten years. Even in her memories it had started to fade into silence. To hold his last words in her hand left Hope’s tummy aflutter with delight, while regret surrounded her heart. One minute he was there, asking about her dreams for the future. The next, he was gone. A cold and empty sadness in his place.

Memories from the night of his death flashed before her eyes. Bits and pieces, like someone had cut up a film reel of her past and sewn them back together—out of sequence and with large chunks missing. It had been the middle of the night when they came for her. Bundled into the back of a van and whisked away without seeing him again. Morbid as it sounded, she’d needed to touch his cheek one last time, kiss his forehead and promise to find his killers.

A tear slid down her cheek. She couldn’t remember who had come for her or why she went. Fourteen and scared out of her mind, her only thought had been that she no longer had parents. She could barely remember where she was taken, only that she ended up with Michael and Mary Smith.

The mess in her mind raised more questions than it answered.

The letter signaled the closing of the curtain, the final act of Damien McCafferty’s life. Was she supposed to rest easy after reading it? Hope didn’t think she’d ever be satisfied until the truth behind his death lay bare for all to see.

It occurred to her that perhaps the time had come. After all, her life had been turned upside down again. Jobless and homeless, she could focus her energies on the killers, starting with the Mustangs. While the police ruled her father’s shooting random with no leads, Hope never could shake the feeling that the Mustangs had been involved.

Somehow.

Oh, she didn’t believe they’d pulled the trigger, but she couldn’t deny the bone-deep instinct that they had a hand in his death. 

Proving it was another matter entirely.

Sliding her finger under the lip of the envelope, she took a deep breath before the sound of paper tearing filled the air. In seconds she had the envelope open. Removing the letter, she carefully unfolded paper, colored by age. Her eyes fell on his first words and the familiar sound of her father’s voice once again echoed in her head.

––––––––
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My darling,

I know you must be frightened and confused. Do not fear, Hope. I have taught you well. You will be able to take care of yourself. The very fact you are reading this letter means I am dead. It also means Riley found you. You can trust him, you will be safe with him.

There is a lot to tell you and I fear time is short. Most of what you need is already with you. I suspect the trauma of my death may have interfered with your ability to recall information. Be patient, daughter, and be strong.

I know Bob Holland took good care of you. You must one day thank him for his friendship, his loyalty and his devotion to me. Be angry if you must, but know that Bob only had your best interests at heart. He would have protected you as if you were his own. He and I worked together many times. I lost count of how many times he saved my life.

Your life is in danger, Hope. If you’re wondering why they have come for you now, all I can say is that your twenty-fifth birthday is of significant importance. You must live to see it. I cannot stress this enough.

I would expect you did not recognize your attacker. If this is so, be aware, more will come. If it was a Mustang, then you can be assured they are desperate. I have always chased them, tried to keep them honest. They will want their revenge and now they will come for you. 

I assure you they will not stop. You must stand and fight, protect our good name and anyone who happens to wander into this conflict, including Richard Riley. You have all it takes to finally put an end to this war. It began before you were born and has more to do with me than you. But if I am dead, they will assume—correctly—that I have placed within you the evidence needed to prove their guilt.

If you do not remember, be patient, time will tell. When you do, be sure to make it count. The Mustang family must be stopped. It was my mission, and I pass it on to you. It is a heavy burden to carry, I know, but I have faith that you are strong enough of body and mind to end this saga once and for all.

I will always watch over you.

Love, Dad.

––––––––
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Blinking away tears, Hope reached for the gold pendant around her neck. The tiny angel had been his final gift. She’d always believed it channeled his energies into her, and now she knew it. She rolled the figure between thumb and forefinger, the action familiar and soothing.

Her body calmed, falling back into its usual rhythm. The day’s events relinquished their hold on her and allowed her to quietly mourn her father. She still had no idea what to do, who to turn to or who to trust. In her heart of

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





