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      Seattle, Washington—1997

      

      Jade Brennan tucked her auburn hair behind her ear and bent down to shove the key in the lock of her apartment door. She hummed a scale under her breath, concentrating on each note, in an effort to retrain her injured brain—the same way she’d taught herself to speak and write again. One of these days her perseverance would pay off. One of these days she’d sit down at a keyboard and discover her songwriting ability had returned. Then and only then would she be truly recovered. And only then would the others consider her capable of raising her two-year-old daughter, Sabrina.

      Jade pushed open the door of her “borrowed” condominium, stepped into the living room, and was startled to see the silhouette of a man standing in front of the large bay window. She flushed with fright.

      Her brother’s butler had warned her that these rooms were haunted, but in the two days she’d stayed in the apartment, she hadn’t seen anything unusual. Until now.

      “You there!” Jade exclaimed. She backed into the doorway behind her, prepared to run to the elevator down the hall. “What are you doing here?”

      At the sound of her voice, the figure turned. Her initial fright gave way to a sneaking suspicion that she was seeing not a ghost, but a reporter who had managed to break into her apartment—perhaps one of the troupe that had accosted her the day before in the parking garage.

      After a moment, she realized the figure wasn’t that of a reporter, either. Watching her from his stance at the window was an old Chinese man with a receding hairline like a silver arch above his high rounded forehead and black eyebrows like moth wings hovering above his dark, glowing eyes. He wore khaki pants and a blue quilted jacket over a white shirt, and a pair of navy-blue canvas tennis shoes.

      “What are you doing in my apartment?” Jade demanded again.

      He bowed at the waist and rose up, his hands clasped neatly in front of him. “Miss Brennan,” he greeted her. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Herman Fong.” He bowed again and then straightened, smiling. At his grin, his two round cheeks, like ripe crab apples, rose up on either side of his nose. His teeth were crooked and mismatched.

      “How’d you get in?” she demanded, ignoring his courtly manners.

      “I am so happy you have returned,” he said, ignoring her remarks as thoroughly as she had discounted his. “I must speak with you.”

      “Sorry. I don’t grant interviews to people who break into my house.”

      He bowed a third time. “My apologies.”

      When he bowed, his jacket stretched over his shoulders, and she saw that he was frail beneath his clothes and that his neck was baby-bird thin. How old was he? She couldn’t call the police and have such an ancient man booked for trespassing.

      She held open the door. “Leave right now and I’ll forget you broke and entered.”

      “But I very much need to speak to you.”

      “Why? We don’t know each other.” She motioned toward the hall. “If you don’t leave, mister, I’ll call the police.”

      He paused and then took a step toward her. “But you have the necklace.”

      Without thinking, she glanced down at the broken jade piece hanging from the chain around her neck. Oddly enough, she’d found the necklace in a bunch of celery the day before, after having fallen through a rotted floor in the basement of the condo building. She had spilled her groceries and in the darkness of the cellar had unknowingly snagged the necklace in the feathery tops of the celery. She had recognized the value of the necklace at once. It was not some cheap bauble purchased at a tourist shop on the waterfront. This was an old, finely wrought piece, probably Chinese by the looks of the characters on the medallion. An image of a ferocious lion had been carved into the glowing, translucent green stone, but since the disk had been cut into two parts and she had possession of the top half, she could make out only the head and shoulders of the beast. “This necklace?” She held it out.

      “Yes, that one.” The old man motioned toward her, his hand palm up, reminding her of some of the sculptures of Buddha she’d seen in the Far East. “That necklace is why I have come.”

      “What’s so special about the necklace?” She glared at him, hoping he’d go away and leave the necklace with her, even though she had known from the very first that it must belong to someone. “And how did you get in here?”

      “How I came here is not important. Why I came is another matter altogether.” The Chinese man slipped his hand into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of newsprint. He opened it and held it up for her to see, but his hands trembled so much that she could make out only a large, colored photograph. The subhead and text were too small to read from a distance.

      “I saw the necklace in this photograph of you and came immediately.”

      Jade eased closer, recognizing the green silk outfit she’d worn the day before, when reporters had surprised her as she got out of her rental car. One of the local papers must have printed a story about her return to Seattle and her brother Thomas’s bid for the mayor’s office. She shrugged. “So?”

      “The necklace—it is very important.”

      “It might be. But you’re not getting it. Not unless you can prove it’s yours.”

      “Unfortunately . . .” Painfully he refolded the paper with his shaking hands and returned it to his pocket. “That I cannot do.”

      “Then why are you here, if it isn’t yours?”

      “I know the power of the necklace, and what it signifies. It is quite possible that I might be the only one who knows.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I come from an old family, Miss Brennan. Very ancient.”

      “And this necklace has some connection with your family?”

      “Oh, yes.” He clasped his hands together again in front of his spare frame. “And I must know where you found it.”

      “Why?”

      “Someone’s life might be in jeopardy.”

      “Because of a piece of jewelry?”

      “It is not just a piece of jewelry.” His smile faded as his eyes devoured the broken jade. “It is more of a key. When the seal is broken and the pieces remain separate, it is very bad, very dangerous.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it means that somewhere two people may be lying half-alive and half-dead, Miss Brennan, floating in a netherworld the likes of which we cannot possibly imagine.”

      Jade made no reply, as memories of the time she’d spent in the coma washed over her. Mr. Fong was wrong. She’d experienced such a world—a place of endless dreams, of timeless journeying into the dark corners of her mind, a place where human interaction had no rules, no logic, and no boundaries—as close to insanity as she ever wanted to venture. Some people claimed that victims of comas didn’t remember their unconscious time, but she had. And traveling through such a world had changed her forever. She no longer craved the fast-paced life, the rush of jumping into the unknown or delving into dark corners for quick thrills. During her coma, she had experienced enough twisted darkness to last a lifetime. All she wanted now was a family, a safe life with Sabrina, and a home full of love and light.

      She looked up to find his dark eyes studying her, and she worried that he was seeing more of her than she normally permitted—the softer, more accessible side she shielded from the world. Jade swallowed, and when she spoke, her voice came out in a hoarse rasp. “You’re talking. . .” She struggled for the right word, another residual effect of her brain injury. “Non-nonsense, Mr. Fong.”

      “I assure you that I am not.”

      “Well, I don’t believe you!” She clutched the handle of the door. “You’re going to have to leave now.”

      “Please. Allow me to show you that I speak the truth, Miss Brennan.”

      “And how will you do that?”

      “Take me to the place where you found the necklace, and perhaps I will find the other half of the seal as well.”

      “And then what?”

      “Should I find the remaining half, Miss Brennan, all will become clear.”

      She tilted her head and regarded him, narrowing her eyes, as she struggled to decide what to believe of his entirely unbelievable story.

      ‘That is all I ask,” he added.

      “I don’t know,” she mused. “Sounds fishy to me, Mr. Fong.”

      “It is not.” He held his arms out at his sides. “I am an old man, Miss Brennan. I pose no threat to you.”

      She studied him, unconvinced.

      “Please consider the plight of a human being caught between one world and another.” He slowly walked toward the door and then stopped before her. “Do you want that person’s soul on your conscience, Miss Brennan?”

      She held herself stiff. “Spreading it on a bit thick, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged sheepishly. “Whatever it takes.”

      She studied him again, trying to discern the barest hint of deception, and found only an honest glow of sincerity in his face.

      “If I show you, then you’ll leave quietly?” she asked.

      “Oh, yes!” He bobbed his head up and down.

      “You won’t come back here again?”

      “Not ever. Assuredly not ever.”

      “Okay.” She scowled, certain she was going to regret granting his request, and closed the door behind her. “But if I see anything suspicious, I’m turning right around and coming back.”

      “I understand, Miss Brennan.”

      “All right.” She heaved a sigh and adjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder. “We have to go to the basement. That’s where I found the necklace.”

      He nodded as if the information wasn’t at all preposterous.

      Jade set off for the main elevators, but when Mr. Fong realized what direction they were taking, he paused.

      “What?” Jade asked, slightly annoyed.

      “I know of a better way,” he suggested.

      “To the cellar?”

      He nodded and motioned at her with a frail hand. They backtracked, took a door at the end of the hall, passed through a wide corridor with no doorways opening onto it, and then stopped in front of a set of locked panels. Mr. Fong fumbled in a pocket of his trousers and brought out a small tool with which he picked the lock, his hands trembling.

      “Mr. Fong!” Jade admonished him.

      He shrugged and smiled at her, and she was begrudgingly won over by his curious mix of old age and devilry. Carefully he slid open the doors to reveal an ancient elevator, the kind with sliding metal grates in the shape of diamonds.

      “How do you know about this?” she asked.

      “I have many friends,” he explained. “In many places.” He motioned toward the elevator car. “After you.”

      She didn’t trust him. “No, after you, I insist.”

      “Very well.” Herman Fong shuffled into the ancient car and looked at her expectantly.

      “But it can’t possibly work!”

      “It does. I used this elevator to come up to your floor.”

      “Unbelievable!” She stepped onto the wooden floor of the car and gingerly touched one of the ornate brass railings, dull with dust and corrosion. The walls were upholstered in dark green velvet, faded with age and moth-eaten.

      “Some of the old hotel did not bum,” he explained.

      “Maybe this entire wing?” she ventured as he shut the grating.

      “Entirely possible.”

      He turned a lever, and with a lurch, the elevator motor chugged into gear, lowering the car downward into the bowels of the hotel and plunging them into utter darkness. As the wheels screeched above her head, Jade clutched her purse strap and chided herself for following a complete stranger into the basement and placing herself in jeopardy. She hadn’t done such a stupid thing for years.

      What had come over her? One little story about a person in a coma and she’d fallen for his tale—hook, line, and sinker. Her two years in the hospital must have taken their toll on her good sense, more than she realized.

      In the old days she would have slammed the door in Herman Fong’s grinning old face, too busy with her work to take the time for anything that put her off schedule.

      After a few long moments spent politely ignoring one another, Jade felt the elevator bump to a stop. She peered through the grating into the dank gloom of the cellar.

      Herman Fong jiggled open the grating.

      “I have no idea where we are,” she said.

      “We shall search, then. There is only so much floor space.” He motioned her out of the car.

      “But the building is huge! We’re talking half a city block here.”

      “I am sure you will recognize something.”

      “I was down here in the dark, Mr. Fong. I couldn’t see a thing.”

      “You might be surprised what you remember, Miss Brennan, if you really try. Sight is but one of the five senses.”

      Gingerly Jade advanced, somewhat glad to be concealed by darkness, for already her leg had begun to ache. She hobbled forward, hands in front of her. Suddenly a faint light switched on behind her. Startled, she turned to see that Herman held a small flashlight in his left hand. She wondered what else the man could have hidden in his pockets. And so much for taking it easy on her leg.

      “What do you remember?” Herman asked behind her.

      “Stairs. I came downstairs.”

      “From the stairs near your elevator?”

      “No, from the parking garage.”

      “Ah.” He paused, and without looking back at him, she could imagine he was bobbing his silver head, probably wondering why a young woman would venture into the dark bowels of the cellar. She had no intention of revealing the reason—that she had become disoriented and suffered a memory lapse that threw her into such a panic, she’d run out of the parking garage and down two flights of stairs into the old part of the hotel. There, lost and frantic, she’d run through the dark halls, until she’d plunged through a rotted floor, landed on a long dusty crate in a forgotten storeroom, and spilled her groceries. Nobody needed to hear that story.

      “That would be at the southern part of the building,” Herman mused, “in the middle.”

      He must have studied a floor plan of the old hotel.

      “What else do you remember?” he urged.

      “Well...” She thought back to her ordeal. “I remember smelling something burned. It was really faint, though.”

      “Ah, then you must have been near the burned section. That means we should head for the southeast portion near the stairs. “Very good, Miss Brennan. This way.” He shuffled off to the left.

      She followed him, not nearly as optimistic, especially since her leg had begun to throb. Fifteen minutes elapsed as they trudged though shadowed corridors, past rooms full of old furniture stacked on top of each other, and boxes and crates shoved against shelves festooned in cobwebs. The farther they walked, the more Jade cursed herself for embarking on this journey. She could practically feel spiders and bugs crawling in her hair and over her arms and wanted more than anything to rush upstairs to fresh air and sunlight.

      Then, as they turned another corner, Jade saw a door ahead of them. “Wait a minute,” she declared. “This is starting to feel familiar.” She sniffed and smelled the same faint burnt odor lingering in the mustiness. She opened the door and saw stairs leading upward. “This is it, Mr. Fong.”

      He nodded and smiled. “Now, which way did you go?”

      ‘There, to the right.” She pointed to the narrow corridor lined in stone, and the old man led the way down it, wiping webs out of his path.

      “I think I was in that room,” she said, motioning to the right.

      “This one?” Herman Fong glanced back at her, his dark, triangular eyebrows raised high over his eyes.

      “Yes.”

      She peered over his shoulder as he carefully unlatched the door and pushed it open, slanting the flashlight downward to flood the floor with light. Like a target, the circle of light centered on the end of a long wooden box, the one that had broken her fall.

      “Ah!” he cried, hovering in the doorway.

      “What?”

      “We have found it!”

      “What have we found?”

      ‘The box! The Box of the Deepest Sleep.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Here.” He thrust the flashlight into her hands. “Hold this.”

      Then, nimbler than she would have guessed for a man of his age, Herman Fong knelt in front of the box and wiped away the dust with a swipe of his sleeve. Even in the dim light, Jade could see the black box was decorated in an intricate pattern of mother-of-pearl, gold leaf, and inlaid wood, depicting a temple scene with clouds and mountains, still intact and glowing beneath countless layers of lacquer.

      “Nice little jewelry box,” she commented wryly.

      “And most valuable,” he added. “I did not think any such boxes had survived.” He caressed the top of the box with loving, appreciative hands. “Truly a work of art, Miss Brennan. Do you see? Smooth as silk.”

      “Very nice.” She watched him impatiently. A hundred questions swirled in her mind, but she didn’t ask them, too curious to discover what mystery lay inside the beautiful box to discuss her concerns. “What are you waiting for?” she exclaimed. “Open it.”

      “Are you prepared for what you might see?”

      “Of course!” In the world of entertainment, dealing with singers and musicians, she’d seen just about everything—good and bad. Nothing much surprised her anymore. “Go ahead. Open it up.”

      Herman Fong’s hands shook as he explored the side of the box, searching for the lid release. A moment later Jade heard a soft ping and the lid cracked open. Herman rose, and she could see the color draining from his face.

      What had he expected to find in the box? Jade shifted her weight and trained the light a bit lower, suspecting the most they’d find was a bunch of faded clothing and maybe some baubles from a bygone era. Why else would the box be down here, forgotten in a storage room of a hundred-year-old hotel?

      Carefully Herman raised the lid. The hinges creaked. Jade moved closer, craning her neck to see around his arm.

      “Well?” she asked. “Looks like a bunch of fabric.”

      “Silk,” he replied, reaching in for it. Cautiously he lifted the folded length and set it aside. Beneath the gold silk was a long, narrow, sandalwood tray, almost as large as a door, with Chinese characters written down its length. Jade could smell a trace of the wood’s fragrance, mingled with a richer, sweeter scent.

      Herman hovered over the tray. “Keep safe the spirit of this being,” he read, tracing the characters with his fingertip. “Until it joins once more with the living flesh.” He glanced up at her, his expression dark and unreadable.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jade edged closer. “What spirit, what living flesh?’

      ‘The flesh of the one who lies here.”

      “There’s someone in this box?”

      Herman nodded. “But in what condition? That’s the real question. The cycle should never have been interrupted.”

      “You mean there’s a body in that box?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s a dead person in that box—a corpse?”

      “Not yet a corpse, Miss Brennan. At least I hope not.”

      “Look, either it’s alive or dead—“

      “Or something in between. A state we can change.”

      “What kind of state?”

      “Floating in time, you might say.”

      “Like suspended animation or something?”

      Herman shrugged and glanced down at the box. “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Why would someone be in this box?”

      “To be restored soon after he or she had died or was so near to death as to be considered gone. The restoration ceremony was the last recourse, costly both to purse and priest, and reserved only for certain people. Emperors, mostly.”

      “So, we might be bringing a Chinese emperor back to life?” Jade rolled her eyes. “You expect me to believe that?”

      Herman Fong glared at her. “If you find this a waste of your time, Miss Brennan, give me the necklace and go back upstairs.”

      “Oh, no!” She held up her free hand. “No, you don’t!”

      “Then kindly keep your doubts to yourself. An insensitive attitude can cause great damage during the ceremony.”

      His quiet reprimand bothered her more than she let on. Jade blushed for the first time in a long while, and stared down at the box, chastened into silence.

      “Another concern,” he continued, never taking his gaze off the box, “is the amount of time that has elapsed. The restoration ceremony was never meant to be interrupted.”

      “You mean it’s done right after death?”

      “Yes. And I have never heard of the ceremony being put off for a hundred years.”

      “How do you know it’s been that long?”

      “Because.” He nodded at her necklace. “That necklace you are wearing belonged to a young Chinese woman named Qi An, who disappeared in 1886.”

      “Maybe she got held up, changed her mind.” Jade shrugged. “Ran off to the circus.”

      Herman shook his head. “No. She would never have let the seal remain broken—unless something happened that was beyond her control. Our family assumed she had met her death in the hotel fire, but we could never find her body. We did not know she had begun a restoration ceremony—not until I saw the necklace in the newspaper this morning. That is why I have come. I must see this through. It is a very dangerous thing, Miss Brennan, to leave the ceremony half-completed.”

      “But if so much time has gone by, wouldn’t whoever is in the box be dead for sure?”

      “That I do not know.”

      “Do you think it’s safe to be messing with this?”

      “Of that I am not certain either.” He patted his quilted jacket. “But I am armed, if the need arises.” He clasped his hands together. “Let us begin.”

      After a respectful pause, Herman began to murmur a long prayer, none of which was in English. Then he slowly removed the sandalwood tray. Beneath the tray was a layer of green jade squares held together by threads of gold and floating on a dark, viscous material that looked like sparkling molasses. In the center of the pieces of jade was a golden stele, holding the matching half of the jade amulet the woman Qi An had once worn at her throat.

      At the sight, a strange chill shimmered through Jade, and she felt the weight of the medallion upon her breast.

      “Gold for immortality,” Herman commented in a reverent voice. “Jade for everlasting life.”

      He turned to her and held out a hand. ‘The talisman, please.”

      Without protesting, she unclasped the necklace, slid the sculpted jade off the chain, and placed it upon Herman’s palm. He nodded in quiet thanks and held it above the placard, once again lapsing into an extended prayer. As he chanted, Jade studied the contents of the box, trying to see into the dark brown liquid below the jade shroud, and wondering if a Chinese emperor lay beneath it, entombed for centuries. She couldn’t quite swallow the idea of resurrecting an unknown being, but she also couldn’t bear the thought of a person lying in this box for who knew how long, trapped inside his or her own mind, just as she had been. No one deserved such a fate.

      Suddenly Herman’s prayer ended, and he slowly lowered the broken jade to the golden stele. As carefully as his tremor allowed, he nestled the coin against its matching portion. The instant the pieces aligned, they seemed to merge together, giving off a strange glow in the process. Jade blinked as the glow burst out radially, flowing along the golden threads to each square of jade. The green stone glowed until it flamed blue and green, until the entire box was suffused in light.

      Herman staggered backward, his lips slightly open. Jade stood beside him, her heart pounding furiously as she watched the dark, viscous material slowly transform to a translucent, glowing mixture. Jade thought she saw a movement inside it, a stirring, like the first signs of a butterfly awakening in a chrysalis. Then the liquid turned from milky green to a clear gold color, much like light ale. Just below the jade grating, she thought she saw a human face, the glint of an opening eye.

      Jade’s hand began to shake, and the puny column of light from the flashlight danced upon the far wall. She clenched her teeth, trapping the scream of terror that burst from somewhere deep inside her. But she could neither scream nor move. Like Herman Fong beside her, she was rooted to the floor, caught up by the sight before her—the awakening of a hundred-year-old human being.

      As she watched, she saw a large masculine hand reach up for the jade covering and drag it aside.
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      Jade held her breath as the shroud was drawn to one side, like a jeweled quilt being folded back from a magical bed. The heavy mesh slid over the edge of the box and clattered to a heap at their feet, its planes still wet and warm from the chemical reaction. Though a corner of the shroud fell upon her shoe, Jade didn’t move, for she was too engrossed in what was happening in the box to bother about her foot.

      Beneath the surface of the golden liquid, she could make out the long limbs of a male figure, but nothing in detail, since the liquid had a metallic sheen that produced a reflection and tricked the eye. The limbs stirred, the liquid churned, and then very suddenly the creature sat up, blinking and choking, his long hair and pale skin streaming with gold-colored rivulets, which ran into his eyes and around the corners of his mouth. He took one incredulous blue-eyed stare at Jade and Herman and then hunched over to cough into his hand.

      His wide, bare shoulders shook, and the hairs on his powerful forearms glistened in the dim light as he coughed and sputtered.

      “He’s choking!” Jade exclaimed. “Do something!”

      Herman leaned over and slapped the man on the back, trying to dislodge whatever was stuck in his throat. Jade watched him gasp for breath as if he’d just been pulled drowning from a golden river, and she wondered what kind of man they’d revived. He certainly didn’t look like any Chinese emperor she’d ever come across in history books or paintings, and she doubted he was from Asia at all—unless there was a race of six-foot, brown-haired, blue-eyed Chinese emperors hiding in the hills somewhere, yet to be discovered.

      After a few moments the man stopped coughing, but he remained hunched over the side of the box, his forearms supporting his torso while he tried to catch his breath.

      “Faith!” he panted, the word laced with an accent she couldn’t identify.

      Jade stood quite near him, looking down at the top of his head. She followed the strands of his long hair as they fanned out over his damp shoulders and couldn’t help but survey the rippling muscles of his back and his lean, well-developed physique. Many men worked out far too much for her taste, building layer upon layer of muscle until they seemed distorted to her. She was more accustomed to the hard slenderness of male dancers—having met many of them during the filming of videos when well-known top-forty artists performed her songs. Jade was partial to the disciplined grace of the dancers. This man, sitting in his peculiar bath of gold, had the type of body any one of those dancers would have envied.

      “We must get you out of there,” Herman Fong said, reaching down for his arm. “Can you stand?”

      Slowly the man’s wet head came up, and he stared at Herman, then Jade, and then back at Herman. His face was haggard, and his prominent cheekbones stretched his taut skin into lines that crinkled at the corners of his eyes and disappeared into his reddish beard. He had a wide, square forehead with a strong nose to balance it, a face broader than long. In his condition, it was difficult to judge whether he was an attractive man or not, or what his age might be, but he was certainly of Caucasian extraction, somewhere short of middle age.

      “Where am I?” His baritone voice sounded raspy in the silence of the cellar. “And who are you?”

      “So, it is you!” Herman gasped, his mouth agape.

      “Of course, ’tis me,” the man retorted. “But who in blazes are you?”

      “We’re . . . um . . . friends,” Jade explained, glancing at Herman Fong and wondering why the old man seemed to have lost his senses.

      “Friends, ye say?” The stranger’s gaze raked over her, and she realized that in the space of the past few moments his navy-blue eyes had gained considerable clarity and glinted now with sharp intelligence. “I’ve never seen ye before.”

      Then a coughing fit overtook him, and he bent down again, hacking and covering his mouth with the barrel of his fist.

      “Sir, it isn’t good to linger in the box any longer than necessary now.” Herman stepped closer. “You should get out.”

      “Aye.” The stranger glanced down at himself. “Strange, but I canna recall gettin’ in.”

      “Let me help you,” Herman put in.

      “Wait.” The stranger glanced at Jade. “The lass’ll see me naked.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she countered, crossing her arms. “I’ve seen naked men hundreds of times.”

      “But ye haven’t seen me, lass. The sight might alarm ye.” He winked at her, and his wide mouth parted at the left side in a quick smile that showed a row of white, even teeth.

      A strange, warm sensation diffused across the surface of Jade’s skin. Normally, when a man winked at her, she counted it as an unwelcome flirtation, a come-on by an insincere jerk. But this man’s good-natured wink brimmed with humor, not insincerity, and the effect of it surprised her. Jade flushed.

      To conceal her blush from him more than to allow him privacy, Jade tossed her hair and turned her back. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Herman reach for the folded silk and hold it out to the man to use as a wrap.

      She heard splashing behind her, a grunt, and then an oath.

      “’Tis weak as a bairn, I am!” the man exclaimed.

      “It’s not surprising.” Herman slung the fabric over his shoulder and reached for the strange man again. “Here, take my arm.”

      The liquid in the box sloshed onto the floor as the tall man heaved himself up, swayed unsteadily, and then staggered out of the box, knocking Herman against a wall of crates.

      “Oof!” Herman exclaimed, throwing his arms out wide to catch his balance. The tall man grabbed for a handhold on a crate in an effort to keep to his feet, while the muscles in his thighs and buttocks flexed spasmodically. He had beautiful long legs, lean and strong, and a small round ass that Jade couldn’t keep from staring at. She blinked, knowing she should avert her gaze, but she kept right on admiring his body anyway.

      “St. Andrew!” he gasped, hanging his head between his upraised arms. “I’ve stars dancin’ in my eyes!”

      Jade realized she was the only one in any condition to make a move. Blushing furiously, she grabbed the silk from Herman, who was still sprawled on the floor, and tossed the cloth over the tall man’s back. “There. Cover yourself!”

      Then she reached down for her ancient Chinese companion. “Are you all right, Mr. Fong?” she inquired, holding out a hand to him.

      He nodded and grasped her hand tightly. She pulled him to his feet and bent down to look closely at his face. “You sure?”

      “The wind got knocked out of me, that is all.” He brushed himself off. “Thank you, Miss Brennan.”

      The tall man turned. “Brennan?” His voice rose in tone.

      Jade faced him. He had wrapped himself in the gold cloth and looked like a longhaired Roman orator. Most men would have appeared silly in such a costume, but on this particular male, the silk drapery only accentuated the width of his shoulders and confident splay of his feet.

      “You’re a Brennan?” he added in disgust.

      “Yes.” She forced her gaze to his face. “I’m Janine Brennan. People call me Jade.”

      “Dinnae recognize you.” He cocked his head slightly and studied her, all traces of amusement gone from his face, and his expression chilled. “You must be from the East. I know all the Brennans ‘round here.”

      “Maybe not. You’ll find things have changed.”

      “Not th’ Brennans. And I willna have one o’ their scurvy lot in my hotel.”

      “Your hotel!”

      “Aye. And ye have a nerve callin’ yourself a friend o’ mine—ye Brennan swine.”

      “Brennan what?” Jade retorted.

      “Ye heard me! Swine! Hie out o’ here now!”

      Jade drew herself up to her full height, which was still a good foot shorter than his, and planted her hands on her hips. “And just who do you think you are?” she demanded, her eyes hot and blazing.

      “Dinnae fool wi’ me!” He set his jaw and returned her glare. “After what your family did to my place, I should wring your scrawny neck!”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      He took a step toward her, but Herman Fong grabbed his arm. “Sir!” he cried.

      The tall man checked himself and ran a hand through his hair, frustrated.

      Jade thrust the flashlight into Herman’s other hand. “I want him out of here, now.”

      “He’s too weak.”

      “I don’t care. I want him out of here!”

      “You want me out o’ here?” the tall man put in. “That’s a fresh one!” He glared down at Herman. “Where’s Chin? Did he send ye?”

      “Chin?” Herman’s moth wing eyebrows rose.

      “Sam Lo Chin, my right-hand man!”

      Herman shook his head. “Unfortunately, he is not available.”

      “Qi An, then?”

      Herman shook his head.

      “St. Andrew!”

      “Mr. Fong,” Jade interjected, yanking open the door and pointing at the strange man wrapped in gold silk. “Just get him out of here. I don’t care how. Just do it!”

      She turned and hurried down the hall, fuming and perplexed and stumbling in the darkness. They’d raised a man from the dead, but one who had a grating personality and a maddening effect on her. His hotel! He was crazy—delusional. The hotel had been in the Brennan family since 1900, when her great-grandfather had purchased the gutted shell for thirty thousand dollars, a fraction of what it had been worth a dozen or so years before, when Connor MacKenzie had built it.

      Wait a minute! Jade paused at the door to the stairs and looked back over her shoulder toward the storeroom. Connor MacKenzie—the Scot? Connor MacKenzie of her grandfather’s stories? Exploiter of the Chinese, womanizer, drunkard—the lying, cheating bastard who’d always done the Brennans wrong? Jade’s flush turned cold, and she shuddered involuntarily.

      Just whom had she and Herman Fong resurrected?

      Determined to get an answer before she went upstairs, she hobbled back to the storeroom and found the tall man sitting on a crate and Herman loading the jade shroud back into the box.

      “Excuse me,” she called, gaining their attention. “I want to get something straight here.”

      Herman paused, holding a corner of the heavy jade covering. “Yes, Miss Brennan?”

      “I want to know who he is,” Jade retorted, pointing at the Scot. “You seem to know my family, sir,” she said, glaring at the stranger. “But you never introduced yourself.”

      “Dinnae play games with me,” the man growled tiredly. ‘Ye know who I am.”

      “You’re that MacKenzie character, aren’t you?” she asked. “Connor MacKenzie.”

      He looked up at her, his blue eyes unwavering, measuring her, judging her, and apparently in no hurry to answer her. It had been years since anyone had looked at her like that—directly, honestly—without an ulterior motive, a favor to ask, or a problem to be solved. “The same,” he finally declared.

      “I thought so.” She stood there, hearing her own words and thinking how lame her response was, seeing how she was talking with a hundred-year-old man and notorious crook. If she hadn’t seen his recovery with her own eyes, she would not have believed it possible. She threw back her shoulders. “Regardless, I want you out of here.”

      “Oh, aye,” he drawled. “I’ve had enough smoke an’ blether for one day myself.”

      She glared at him and then turned on her heel, wondering as she stormed up the stairs if he had just referred to the fire that had consumed the hotel a hundred years ago or to her harsh words spoken moments before.

      Jade hurried upstairs, took the modern elevator, and glanced at her watch, shocked to discover it was almost two o’clock, the time for her appointment with the child psychologist. She must have wasted more than an hour with Herman Fong and his Chinese hocus-pocus. Ordinarily Jade would have made sure that every hair was in place and her lines rehearsed before granting an important interview. But because of being waylaid downstairs, she didn’t even have time to change her shoes.

      “Damn,” she muttered, yanking at the hem of her short silk skirt and checking to make sure the zipper was centered in the back. A better choice would have been her navy pantsuit with the nautical motif, the most conservative piece of apparel in her limited wardrobe. But she had no time to change now.

      While the elevator zipped to the top of the condominium building, she thought of her visit to her brother’s penthouse the day before, when her dream of seeing Sabrina had first begun to crack...

      
      At the penthouse

      Jade’s leg hurt like hell, but she ignored her throbbing knee, grabbed the bag of gifts for Sabrina, and stepped out of the elevator. The door to her brother’s penthouse loomed on the left, and as she approached it, she practiced her nearly perfect stroll up to the double paneled doors, achieving a casual albeit painful gait. But even more painful than her knee was the uneven hammering of her heart. No single incident of stage fright had ever affected her heart as thoroughly as this upcoming meeting. But then it wasn’t every day a person was introduced to her daughter for the very first time.

      She thought of the cards attached to the gifts in the bag she carried and how she had longed to write, ‘To my darling daughter, Sabrina. Happy Birthday!” Or “Happy Birthday, Sabrina! With all my love, Mom.” Instead, she had penned a simple, “Happy Birthday, Sabrina!”

      When it came to Sabrina, she had decided to be cautious. She didn’t want to shock her daughter and wasn’t sure how the child would react to the sudden appearance of her mother—especially a mother who hadn’t even been able to write her name a year ago.

      Jade gripped the handles of the bag more tightly, hoping to squeeze out the ache in her chest. Because of the automobile accident, she had missed the first two years of Sabrina’s life. She hadn’t been around for her daughter’s first birthday, her first word, or her first Christmas. She had missed so much—so many precious moments. But not any longer. Jade choked back a thick feeling in her throat and rang the bell of the penthouse.

      The door slowly swung open to reveal the immaculately dressed bald-headed butler, Phillip Lake. Phillip hadn’t changed a bit since she’d last seen him three years ago. In fact, he hadn’t changed for the last twenty. Age was something that slipped up unaware on most people, wrinkling them in the night and silvering their hair while they were away from the bathroom mirror. But nothing slipped past the dour regard of Phillip’s blue eyes, not even Father Time.

      “Miss Brennan,” he said, his familiar reserve betraying nothing of the surprise he must have felt at finding her on the Brennan doorstep.

      For a moment, Jade’s mind went blank, and she couldn’t recall the simplest response to his greeting. She concealed her awkward hesitation with a jaunty smile and prayed she wouldn’t blurt out an unintentional swear word or string of gibberish instead of a normal reply. Small talk had never been one of her strong suits, but since her head injury, conversation had become an agony of uncertainty.

      “Hi, Phil,” she managed to respond. Then, relieved, she grinned. She hadn’t said, “Fie hill,” or forgotten his name completely. Success was measured through small victories these days, and she was grateful for every tiny step toward complete recovery. “How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you, Miss Brennan.” He stepped back to allow her entrance. “Do come in.”

      “Surprised, aren’t you, Phil?”

      “Well, we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “I know I’m a day early.” She passed over the threshold.

      As usual, Phillip ran an appraising glance down her face and figure, taking in the sight of her sand-colored linen dress and flats, a far cry from the leather jacket and pointed black boots she had worn the last time she’d visited. In two years, she’d gone through drastic changes, and not just in her choice of attire.

      Jade swept into the foyer of the penthouse.

      “I didn’t expect you to be walking,” Phillip commented as he surveyed her legs.

      “I thought I’d surprise everyone.”

      “Indeed, you have. The last reports from the Swiss clinic were not encouraging, if I recall Mr. Brennan’s comments correctly.”

      “Some doctors underestimate the power of determination—especially mine.”

      “Indeed.” He glanced down at her, his eyes lighting with puzzled interest at her changed personality, but he caught his lapse before it had a chance to bloom into the full flower of curiosity. He raised one eyebrow. “Shall I send for your bags?”

      “There’s no hurry. I left them in my rental car.” She glanced around at Gail’s latest decorating fiasco. This time her sister-in-law had done the place entirely in a Southwest motif, with muted terra cottas and greens on the walls and furniture and vast seas of potted cacti and palms rising up from the floor. The decor would have been fine had the penthouse been located in a New Mexican hacienda instead of a refurbished Seattle hotel. The Southwest motif seemed woefully out of place and made the room look like a modern Mexican restaurant in the middle of a historic gaslight district.

      Shaking her head, Jade looked around at the walls, hoping to glimpse a photograph of the children, but as usual Gail kept the public areas of her home free of personal memorabilia.

      “So where is everybody?” Jade glanced at Phillip over her shoulder. Her initial anxiety had eased, and words came more freely now, much to her relief. “Seems kind of quiet. Are they having the party somewhere?”

      “Party?” Phillip’s eyebrows rose toward the clean dome of his scalp.

      “Phil . . .” Jade tilted her head. “Don’t play dumb with me.”

      “Oh, you mean the birthday party.”

      “Two points, Phil. It’s Sabrina’s birthday today.”

      She saw him swallow and look skyward.

      “Where are they? On the roof?” Jade headed for the door that led up to the rooftop garden.

      “I wouldn’t if I were you,” Phillip warned.

      “Why?” She paused, her hand on the doorknob.

      “They don’t expect you. You know what will happen. You’ll upset them.”

      “So?” Jade rolled her eyes. “Don’t I always?”

      “But it’s different this time, Miss Brennan. There’s Miss Sabrina.”

      “Yes. And I’ve never seen her, Phil. I’ve never seen my own child.” Jade pulled open the door. “I’m telling you—wild horses couldn’t stop me!”

      She hurried up the stairs, trying to ignore the fact that her body still wouldn’t respond as it once did. After nearly two years of physical therapy, she still couldn’t dance or run, and often swore at her sluggish right leg for dragging her down, as if it were an entity separate from the rest of her being.

      Music drifted toward her as she opened the door to the rooftop garden. Ahead of her stretched an imported army of potted and flawlessly sculpted shrubs, among which were twenty or so round tables garlanded in crisp white spreads and pink crepe streamers. Knowing Gail, Jade guessed that Sabrina was attired in a fluffy pink dress with ruffled tights and bows in her hair.

      At the thought of her daughter, Jade felt her heart rise in her throat again. For the past two years she’d lived for this day, this moment. What would it be like to look into Sabrina’s blue eyes? Would she see any similarity to herself? Jade stepped forward, her hands shaking.

      She scanned the crowd, searching for the tiny figure of a two-year-old girl, hoping to get a glimpse of her daughter. But the children must have been seated beyond the adults, out of view. Disappointed, Jade walked through the late spring sunshine toward the crowd of partygoers, trying her best not to limp and keeping all traces of pain from her expression. She’d lost everything since the accident—her best friend and lyricist, her physical mobility, a house in Connecticut, a soaring career as a songwriter, most of her friends, and nearly all of her savings. But she still had her pride. And she still had Sabrina.

      Gail saw her approach. Her perfectly painted lips parted in shock as the color drained from her heart-shaped face and then suddenly reappeared, a deeper pink than before. Without looking at her husband, Thomas, she grabbed his arm and shook his sleeve, nodding toward Jade.

      As usual, Thomas did his wife’s bidding without question. He glanced up and met Jade’s steady gaze as she marched toward the party. Then he neatly sliced himself from the crowd and strode toward her, raising his hands in a familiar gesture that infuriated Jade. She knew the gesture well. Stand back. Stay out of our life. You don’t belong. The hands spoke many phrases, but they all meant the same thing. Don’t intrude on our perfect little life.

      She clenched her teeth, ignored the sign language, and pressed forward.

      “Janine!” Thomas exclaimed in a terse whisper that was more warning than greeting, even though he hadn’t seen her for two years. He stood directly in front of her, purposely blocking her from view. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to surprise Sabrina.” Jade held up the shopping bag stuffed with presents. “I brought a ton of things for her.”

      Thomas barely glanced at the gifts. “Fine. You can give them to her later.”

      “Why later? It’s her birthday party, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “Plans changed. Where is the birthday girl?” Jade asked, looking around his shoulder as if nothing were amiss.

      He adjusted his position to block her view. “She’s having fun with her little friends.” Thomas reached for her arm. “Let’s talk downstairs, shall we?”

      Jade shot him a dark glance, hardly believing he meant to waylay her. “I want to see Sabrina.”

      “Come on, Janine.” He tugged her toward the door. “Don’t make a scene.”

      “I will if you don’t get your hands off me.” Jade glared at him and tried to wrench out of his grip, but he was adamant about detaining her and clutched her tightly—almost painfully.

      “Be sensible, Janine. Now is not the time to meet Sabrina.” He urged her toward the door, more insistently this time, as if he truly meant to keep her from the celebration.

      “Wait a minute,” she sputtered. “You can’t do this! Get your hands off me!”

      “Janine, for God’s sake!” Thomas pinched his lips together and glared down at her. There was no mistaking the family resemblance that marked them as siblings. He had the reddish-brown hair of the Brennans, the green eyes, and the smattering of freckles across the nose and cheeks. But his coloring was less vibrant than that of his younger sister. He had begun to go gray at the temples and wore copper-colored wire-framed glasses that made him appear even older than his forty-three years. Jade, at thirty-eight, knew she looked much younger than her brother, simply because of her youthful attitude and more contemporary wardrobe. She wouldn’t be caught dead in the country club look both Gail and Thomas sported. “Gail’s gone to a lot of trouble,” Thomas added. “Don’t ruin it for her.”

      “And how would I ruin it?”

      “These are all Gail’s and my friends.”

      “Meaning?” She arched a brow, refusing to make it easy for him by showing him she understood his judgmental innuendo. She straightened her shoulders, also refusing to give in to the crumbling sensation she felt inside at the realization she might not see her daughter after all. Not one little peek—after two long years of waiting and dreaming. “Meaning what, Thomas?”

      “That you can’t just barge in like this.”

      ‘The hell I can’t. I want to see my kid!”

      “It’s a private party.”

      “I’m family! You can’t get more private than that!”

      Suddenly a blur of noise and color streaked by, and the handles of the bag ripped out of Jade’s hand.

      “Toys!” a child screeched in delight as the bag tore, spilling the boxes onto the rooftop. “Toys, toys, toys!”

      Her reactions weren’t as immediate as they used to be, and for a moment Jade gaped in frozen alarm as she recognized her five-year-old nephew but couldn’t remember his name.

      “Whoa there, Robbie!” his father exclaimed, swooping the boy into his arms. “Settle down, cowboy!”

      “Toys!” Robbie screeched again, wriggling in his father’s grasp and twisting his tailored suit into a riot of wrinkles. “Me want toys!”

      “It’s not your birthday yet,” Jade declared, surprised that the boy still spoke baby talk at five years of age. “It’s Sabrina’s.” She knelt to pick up the spilled gifts.

      “Me want toys!” Robbie scowled and stuck out his wet lower lip while his dark blue eyes regarded her without a hint of friendliness.

      “We’ll get you toys,” his father promised. “When it’s your birthday. Okay, scout?”

      “I want ‘em now!” Robbie wiggled free and dropped to his feet. He glared at Jade again and then deliberately kicked the nearest gift, sending it sliding across the roof until it hit a potted plant. Jade heard the tinkle of broken porcelain and knew he’d destroyed the delicate music box she’d selected for Sabrina.

      “Robbie!” she admonished, reaching for his arm. But the boy was too quick for her and ran off laughing. Jade rose and turned to her brother, expecting him to do something to reprimand his child. But Thomas just shook his head.

      “Boys will be boys,” he stated.

      “He just broke one of Sabrina’s presents!”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Thomas waved her off. “She’s got so many, she’ll never miss it.”

      “Robbie can break a gift and you don’t do anything?” Jade retorted, her voice rising.

      A few of the partygoers must have heard her, for a couple of
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