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      At the sound of the angry voices, she clasped her hand over her mouth to keep from making a sound. She had to get out of here, but the men were still in the room. Was this why he had been so angry when she came back? What would they do if they found her?

      She faintly heard the sliding glass door to the balcony patio open. Now was her shot, and it might be the only one she had. As quickly as she could, she pushed open the door. Don’t look at them. Just grab your purse and get out of here. But her eyes shifted to the left anyway. As if drawn by force. For a moment she froze. Long enough for the man on the patio to turn and catch sight of her. His face was shrouded in darkness, but she could feel the frosty hatred in his gaze. Her feet regained their ability to move, and she bolted out of the bedroom and down the stairs. 

      A noise sounded behind her, but she didn’t know if it was the patio door or her overactive imagination playing tricks on her. She burst out the front door and raced down the driveway knowing the men were just behind her. Her breath and the sound of her heartbeat thundered in her head. Would she make it? Frantically, she pushed the unlock button on her key fob. She wanted to turn around, but she knew looking behind her would cost precious time. When she reached the car, she yanked the door open and slid into the seat. Her fingers trembled so badly that she nearly dropped the keys as she jammed them into the ignition. As they finally slid in, she chanced a glance at the front door.

      He stood there in the shadows looking as if he belonged in the darkness. As if he owned it. She jerked the car into drive and sped out of the driveway certain that he would jump in a vehicle and follow her.

      Fear and anger took turns controlling her body as she drove. Tears blurred her vision, and she blinked against the dam determined to hold them in. She would not cry. She did not cry. But what was she going to do now? It was supposed to have been a simple meeting, a chance to land a new publisher for her books after the last company dropped her. Instead it had turned into something else, something nefarious feeling, and she was a witness. A witness who was never supposed to be there.

      She glanced in the mirror to see if he was following her, but only darkness stared back at her. He hadn’t seemed in a hurry as he stood in the front doorway, but now he knew what she drove. Would he hunt her down? Why hadn’t she done better homework on him?

      Disgust filled her as she thought of how she had come crawling to him. How she was willing to do nearly anything to get him to promote her. How could she have gotten involved with a man like that? Well, almost involved. Her momma sure wouldn’t be proud. Heck, she wasn’t proud. She had no idea how she had wandered so far down the wrong path.

      Maybe it had been the move to California or the first award. After all, she’d been a poor girl growing up with only her big imagination to keep her company. Especially after her father left them. Maybe it had been the first time she saw her name on a cover. When she’d first begun writing, she’d been young and idealistic. She’d wanted to write clean romances that people could read anywhere and not be ashamed, but the publishing world was competitive. New authors were writing books every day, and her work wasn’t selling the way it used to. Then, after her attempt to discredit Ava McDermott had backfired, her publisher had let her go. Now, she had a stack of bills that needed to be paid and no way to do it. That was why she had gone to him.

      But he’d wanted more than her books. He’d lured her there with big promises and the right words that fed her ego, but he’d really just wanted to get her into his bed. That low down, dirty…. No, she would own this. She had reached out to him. She had been the one trying to further her career. She was the one who hadn’t done her homework completely. His personal life should have been in her research. Maybe then she would have known about whatever he had going on the side. Well, that wouldn’t happen again. She would just have to be more careful in the future - cross all the “t”s and dot all the “i”s. If there was a future.

      She wiped her finger across her cheek. A tear had escaped her eye and was trying to snake down her cheek, but she wasn’t going to let it succeed. Of course, what would smeared makeup matter if he went after her? Her makeup should be the least of her worries.

      Suddenly headlights flared in her rear-view mirror. Bright and unforgiving, they blinded her, forcing her to throw up a hand. Oh no, had he pursued her after all? The lights grew closer and filled her mirror. Was he trying to run her off the road? Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was just teenagers out for a joy ride, but they were driving awfully close to her - dangerous on city streets.

      She slowed down to let the vehicle pass, but it didn’t. Instead, it matched her pace. These weren’t teenagers then. They would have driven past her. Maybe yelled or flipped her off, but they would have passed her. Her tears dried up as fear overtook her anger and self-pity. How was she going to get out of this now? She was unfamiliar with this area and had no idea how to outrun them.

      She twisted in her seat to try and get a better view of the vehicle behind her, but it was too dark and they were too close. She glanced around for her phone to call 911 but it was on her passenger seat. Just out of reach. Wait! Where was her purse? Oh no, she had left it there. Her heart sank. Now they would know for sure who she was and where she lived.

      The fear grew icy talons and clawed up her insides. Were they going to run her off the road and then shoot her? Suddenly, lights flashed to her right. She had just enough time to register a large dark truck approaching and then her head was thrown into the window with the impact.
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      “Help! Is there a doctor in here?”

      Dr. Brody Cavanaugh looked up from his sparkling water to the doorway to see what the commotion was.  A man stood in the doorway wringing his hands. Frantic fear covered his face, and his eyes shifted from one face to another as he scanned the crowd.

      “There was an accident. A woman’s been injured, but the guy who hit her took off. She looks bad though. Are any of you doctors?”

      “I am.” Brody knew Hollywood thought this happened all the time, but he could honestly count on one hand the times someone had come running in calling for a doctor, and only one had happened since he’d been in Fire Beach. He caught fellow doctor Nick Pearson’s attention and pushed back from the table. His drink could wait. As could his dinner. He and Pearson fought their way through the throng of patrons and spilled out onto the street with the rest of the crowd following behind them.

      The sun had set, but the streetlights illuminated the area, and down the street he could see the car – a red sports car – folded in a “C” shape. For one moment, time appeared to freeze as people assessed the situation. And then everything happened at once.

      “Get the Jaws of Life,” one of the firemen ordered as he sprinted towards the car. Tall and muscular, Brody thought he was the one they called Bubba. Around Brody, firemen spread out. Some ran toward the firehouse a block away to get the truck and the ambulance, and others ran with the large fireman toward the car including Cassidy.

      Brody had met Cassidy a few times at the hospital when she came in with paramedic Ivy Hopkins, but it was not until he had assessed her after her abduction a few months ago that the bond between the hospital, the fire department, and the police department had begun to grow. Even though he worked in the ICU now instead of the emergency department, he had been kept in the loop of events, such as tonight’s opening of her boyfriend’s, Detective Jordan Graves, restaurant, Fire Dreams. However, this was probably not the opening Cassidy and Jordan had planned on or hoped for.

      The firetruck and ambulance roared in a moment later, and two more large men carried the bulky machinery over to the car. Brody approached and stood to the side watching as Bubba and one of the other firemen worked the Jaws of Life to cut away the driver’s door. The groaning sound of the metal snapping not only overpowered the roaring of the hydraulic tool but reminded him of nails on chalkboards, and he resisted the urge to place his hands on his ears. The red sports car was twisted in such an awkward shape that he feared the driver had been crushed in the crash.

      Ivy Hopkins appeared beside him having hopped down from the ambulance. Her wide eyes were fixed on the scene. “Do you think she’ll make it?” Her slender fingers pulled on the ends of her blonde hair.

      “I don’t know, but we’ll do everything we can.” Brody exchanged a glance with Nick. They both knew this driver needed a miracle.

      “Her legs are pinned under the dashboard,” one of the men called out as the deafening sound of the hydraulic ceased momentarily. The sudden stillness was jarring. “We need the ram.”

      Two other firemen hurried forward with a different tool, and after a moment, the hydraulic sound filled the night again.

      “Okay, we’ve got her free.”

      That was their cue. The firemen stepped aside as he, Nick, and Ivy stepped up to the car. Brody tried not to focus on the metallic scent of blood in the air or the mangled mess that was the woman’s right leg as he surveyed the scene closer. The woman wore a red suit, designer from the looks of it, and red acrylic nails covered her fingertips. She was either a woman of means or one who took pride in her appearance. He leaned toward the former assumption based on the car she was driving. A Firebird wasn’t the cheapest car to own or insure.

      Ivy checked for a pulse and performed a quick assessment of the woman before strapping on a neck collar. “She’s breathing, but her vitals are weak.” Her eyes locked with his and said more than her words did. She unfastened the seat belt and moved it away from the woman, taking extra care to pull it away from her right side which had taken the brunt of the force. Then she stepped back allowing him to snake his arms under the woman’s arms while Nick took the woman’s legs.

      The woman’s face and hair were covered in blood, and Brody thought some of the cuts on her face might need stitches, but that was not his immediate concern. No, his immediate concern was her head. A large cut indicated she had hit her head against the window, and her lack of response pointed to a concussion if not a possible brain injury. Plus, there was the probability of internal bleeding.

      Nick appeared to share his assessment as he glanced up with grave eyes as they placed the woman on the stretcher. “Her right foot is in bad shape too.”

      “I’m going to call ahead and tell them what’s coming,” Ivy said as she caught a full glimpse of the woman.

      Brody nodded as he and Nick helped the other paramedic load the gurney into the ambulance. Ivy returned and climbed in the back with Brody as the other paramedic and Nick climbed into the cab. Brody’s previous ER training kicked in, and he took a closer look at the woman’s feet as Ivy set up an IV. Her shoes were expensive looking red heels and though he knew she might be angry, her feet were already beginning to swell, and he couldn’t wiggle the shoes enough to get them off. “Do you have scissors in here?”

      Ivy handed a pair back to him and he inserted them in the side, cutting away the shoes until he could remove them from her feet.

      “Is she going to lose them?” Ivy asked.

      “Probably not the left one. It might be broken or sprained, but the right? I don’t know, but it doesn’t look good.” The skin was still intact which was a good sign, but purple bruising was already starting to appear. It had been mangled badly in the crash and was twisted in an awkward angle. He just hoped that it had not been crushed. Crush injuries generally resulted in amputations, and though he knew they weren’t the end of the world, no doctor liked performing them especially on someone so young. If she didn’t lose it, she would probably need some reconstructive surgery on it.

      The ambulance pulled to a stop, and the back doors opened. Nick and the other paramedic pulled the gurney down as Ivy and Brody climbed out after. Together they sprinted into the hospital. A wave of nostalgia hit him as the doors whooshed open.

      “Female:  mid-thirties, motor vehicle crash with jaws of life extrication, BP is ninety over palp, pulse is tachy and thready, O2 sats low nineties with fifteen liters on a nonrebreather. We secured I.V. access in route - sixteen gauge in the left AC,” Ivy rattled off as the doctors on shift swarmed in around them.

      “She sustained a substantial head injury with loss of consciousness as well, and her legs and feet need to be addressed,” Brody added. “Particularly the right side. There might be crushing involved.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Cavanaugh. We can take it from here,” Dr. Williams said brusquely.

      Brody opened his mouth to protest but then closed it. This was no longer his domain, and she was a competent doctor. In fact, she had been the one who had taken his position when he moved. He trusted her, but Brody didn’t want to let her take the woman. He wanted to jump in and work on this woman himself, but he would get his chance. He’d be on shift in less than eight hours, and she would probably end up in the ICU. He could check on her then. If she made it through the night.
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      The woman tried to open her eyes and grimaced against the pain. “Where am I?” Her voice sounded groggy and far away, and her head throbbed. After a few tries, she managed to get her right eye open, but the left didn’t seem to work.

      “Fire Beach Hospital. I’m Dr. Cavanaugh. How are you feeling?”

      She searched for the source of the voice and found a handsome man in a white coat at the foot of her bed. His coppery hair was combed back, and his face sported a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He held a clipboard in his hands. A doctor? Was she in a hospital?

      The woman groaned and closed her eyes as another wave of pain followed by a wave of nausea hit. When it passed and she was sure she wouldn’t vomit when she opened her mouth, she answered his question. “Like I’ve been hit by a train.” She attempted to raise her hand to touch her head but cords and pain made her lay it back down.

      “Close.” He nodded and gave her a small smile. ‘“We heard it was a black Ford truck. The police are looking for them now, but can you remember anything else?”

      She tried to focus. “I was in an accident?” She felt like she should remember that, and there was this tiny spot in her brain that felt like a memory, but it was fuzzy and far away.

      “You were. Banged you up pretty badly. Your left eye is swollen shut which is why you can’t open it right now. You have a pretty deep contusion on your head, and your right foot was broken, but it looked a lot worse initially. Thankfully, you have no internal bleeding, but you were unconscious for a while. Can you remember anything about the accident?”

      Fear. A feeling of fear crackled in the air. She remembered fear coursing through her body and bright lights. “I think someone was after me.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he marked something on his clipboard. “What makes you think that?”

      “I don’t know.” Her words sounded desperate and angry in her ears. “I just feel like I was running from something, and someone was chasing me.”

      “Okay, we’ll come back to that later.” She could tell from his voice that he didn’t believe her, but she knew what she felt. She didn’t remember the details but the lingering caress of fear didn’t dissipate.

      “Let’s start with something easier. Can you tell me your name?”

      What kind of stupid question was that? Certainly she knew her name. It was… Suddenly her right eye shot open, and her heart thundered harder in her chest. The caress of fear shifted into a full embrace that covered her body. She caught the doctor’s gaze and forced the fearful words out. “I don’t remember my name. Is that normal?”

      His jaw tightened - just the slightest twitch near his chin - but the movement was brief, and she wondered if she had just imagined it. “It can happen in cases like this. You hit your head pretty hard, and you had a concussion which can cause some memory loss. The CT showed some swelling, so we’ll continue to monitor it.”

      “It will come back though, won’t it?” Anxiety joined the fear coursing through her body. She couldn’t have lost her memory.

      “I’ve seen patients regain some memory, depending on how severe the concussion was.”

      “Some memory? I can’t lose any of my memory.” A desperate fear ravaged her and colored her voice. What would she do if she couldn’t remember her life? “You have to do something to get it back.”

      He chuckled softly and shook his head. “There’s no trick I can do if that’s what you’re looking for, but it does help if you don’t stress yourself out.”

      “Not stress myself out?” Her voice took on a sharp edge. “That’s easy for you to say, but I don’t even know who I am at the moment, and there are clearly people out to get me, so not stressing is not really an option.”

      His smile faded, and a cool expression covered his face. “I know you’re scared, but I need you to stay calm.”

      “Wait, what about identification? Did I have a purse? I feel like I don’t go anywhere without a purse.” She was desperate, but maybe if she saw her name it would all come flooding back.

      “I’ll check with Detective Graves who is probably the one handling your case. If there was a purse, we’ll get it to you. Now, why don’t you relax and let me examine you?”

      The woman tried to relax but her brain continued to spin. Surely someone was missing her. Was she married? Did she have kids? Her gaze traveled to her left hand, but there was no ring. Had they removed her jewelry? “Did I have anything when I came in? Any jewelry?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’ll check.” He shined a light in her eyes. “How is the pain in your head?”

      “Awful. It feels like someone’s beating a gong inside my brain.” She paused for a minute. Those words felt familiar as if she’d heard them before.

      Dr. Cavanaugh chuckled. “Well, that’s a saying I haven’t heard before, so I bet you’re not from around here.”

      She wasn’t even sure where here was at the moment, but before she could ask, he continued. “How about your feet?”

      She closed her eyes and tried to focus on her feet, but there was so much pain coursing through her body that she couldn’t be sure where it was coming from. “All I feel is pain. Can’t you give me something for the pain?”

      “I have you on an IV delivering pain medicine. I can’t give you any more, but the pain will lessen as you heal. Now, can you feel this?”

      She blew out a frustrated breath and concentrated on her foot. Perhaps she felt something, but she wasn’t sure. “Um, maybe?” She glanced up at him. From the expression on his face, that wasn’t the answer he wanted. “Is it bad?”

      “It’s not what I would like, but it might be that the pain you are feeling is still affecting your movement. We’ll give it another few days.” He continued the exam pressing gently on her stomach and her thighs before scanning both her arms. When he appeared satisfied, he stepped back.

      “Do you feel up to eating? I can have Valerie bring you some food.”

      Eating? How could she think about eating? Her world had just been turned upside down, but he must have taken her lack of response as a yes as he continued his spiel.

      “If you would like to watch TV, the remote is here.” He picked it up and waved it before setting it back beside her, “and here on the side of the bed is the call button. If you need a nurse, you hit that button. This button here you can hit if you need more medicine, but it will max out at a certain level. I’m afraid we can’t take all the pain away. I’ll be back to check on you before I leave for the day.”

      Anxiety clutched at her heart, and she heard it in her voice. “You mean you aren’t going to be monitoring me directly?”

      “I’m afraid I have other patients that I also have to check on, but I will look back on you before I leave.”

      She watched him walk out the door and tried to keep her tears in check, but the silence of the room pressed in on her. Except for the beeping of some monitor, she was alone. With no idea of who she was or when she might remember.
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        * * *

      

      Brody sighed as he exited the woman’s room. He had expected her to be demanding from the persona he had created of her, but he hadn’t expected the memory loss. While some patients did regain their memories, many didn’t, and he certainly couldn’t release her until at least some of her memory returned. Plus, the loss of sensation in her feet bothered him. He had seen no blackening of her skin which was hopeful - it meant her foot was still getting blood flow, but that didn’t mean she would be able to walk on it again if she didn’t get sensation back.

      “I was hoping I would find you here.”

      Brody looked up to see Detective Jordan Graves and a young-looking woman striding his direction. Jordan held a mangled object in his hand. “Dr. Cavanaugh, this is my partner, Al Parker. The woman had
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