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  In ashes of despair, though burnt, shall make thee live.

  —SIR PHILIP SIDNEY


  


  Prologue


  PROLOGUE


  It always begins and ends the same. The explosion, the smoke, the flames.


  And her.


  Palms pressed against the pane, she gazes into my eyes, her expression vacant, dampened by an eerie, peculiar sadness.


  “Baby, save me.” Her voice is muffled behind the smoke, behind the glass. “Make it stop.”


  But I can’t. Can’t stop the fire. Can’t stop the pain.


  I race from window to window, but none will open. The smoke is getting thicker, flames climbing higher. I can barely see her through the heavy soot. My fear gives way to panic, then to a terror that rages through every part of me. I search for something to break the window, find a shovel leaning against a tree. Grab it, slam it. The metal bounces off the reinforced glass.


  She is wheezing and choking now. “Help me. I can’t breathe.”


  “I’m trying!” I shout. “I can’t get in!”


  “Baby,” she begs, “don’t you love me? Are you just going to let me burn?”


  I love her more than anything, and yet, I must let her go.


  Tears spill down my face as I helplessly watch the fire surround her. First her hair catches, then her clothes, then, finally, the hungry flames consume her.


  It feels as though my sadness has waited for this moment to own me. I crumble to my knees and surrender to it.


  A loud creak demands my attention, followed by a slow, yawning whine. Through the window, I see a beam break loose and crash down. Two more follow suit, and the roof gives way, caving in. The blaze protests with a ferocious, angry roar—it explodes, rattling my bones and everything around me. Red-hot embers shoot toward the sky like a thousand tiny angels lighting up the heavens, then grow pale as they fall toward earth.


  The building collapses onto itself. Beneath the rubble is the only woman I have ever loved.


  And through it all, I can still hear her voice. And those words.


  And they haunt me.


  They will always haunt me.


  Chapter One


  CHAPTER ONE


  The night could be cold and empty. It could hold secrets. And sometimes, the night could feel like a living, breathing thing. Patrick had learned to survive the nights—to accept them—but they were never peaceful, and they were never easy.


  Especially now.


  “You haven’t been sleeping,” Dr. Sheila Ready said, observing him with interest.


  “Is it that obvious?”


  She raised a brow, smiled.


  He shifted restlessly on the couch, his body seeking comfort, unable to find any. She was right: he hadn’t slept well in days, maybe weeks. Or was it months? He’d lost track.


  “You look tired,” she said. “That’s all.”


  He lowered his gaze to the floor, shook his head.


  She said, “Are the dreams still keeping you up?”


  “Everything is keeping me up.”


  “Everything?”


  “I’m just… anxious.”


  “About what?”


  “Don’t know. Not sure.”


  “Has something happened?”


  His mind drifted off.


  “Patrick…”


  He regained focus.


  “Tell me what’s the matter,” she said.


  “The words…”


  “What words?”


  “The ones in my head. They won’t leave me alone. Won’t stop. They’re choking me.”


  “The listing.”


  He looked the other way, wrapping an arm around his stomach as if protecting a defiant wound. “It’s starting again.”


  There. He’d said it.


  She leaned back a few inches, gave him an appraising gaze. “It’s okay, you know.”


  “It’s not.”


  “We spoke about this. That there might be times when—”


  “I feel ashamed.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know!” Agitation forced him off the couch, took him to the window where he stared sightlessly out at the San Diego skyline. He’d moved here about a year and a half ago from the Bay Area, hoping the change in scenery and new job might change his life for the better. They hadn’t. Same life, different backdrop. Stupid idea.


  “Patrick…”


  He snapped out of his fog, but before he could turn to her, he caught sight of himself in the window glass. His hair had grown long, almost past his shoulders, his face covered by several days’ scruff. He’d dropped about ten pounds that he could barely afford to lose. There was once a time when he cared about how he looked. Not anymore. No energy left.


  He said, “I thought I had this under control. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”


  “It’s not about control, and you’re not losing your mind.”


  “Then what am I doing?”


  “You’re learning.” She nodded. “Tell me. Do you remember what happened before you started making the list?”


  “Lists.”


  “Ah,” she said. “How many?”


  He looked the other way, ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve lost count.”


  She watched him for a moment longer, and then, “Can you tell me what you’re feeling while you’re writing the words?”


  “Confusion. Anger.”


  “About what? Toward whom?”


  He shook his head.


  “Your mother?”


  Camilla had been dead for almost two years, and still the thought of her was enough to take him to the Dark Place.


  As if reading his thoughts, she said, “You went through an awful lot.”


  “She was a horrible person.”


  “Yes, she was.”


  “Did bad things to me.”


  “There’s no question.”


  “It still hurts. I’m still angry.”


  “You have every right.”


  “When will it stop? When will she go away?”


  “She may never, Patrick.”


  He met her gaze, as if by doing so he could strip the truth from her words. Tears that had refused to fall so long ago now filled his eyes. Chest tight, voice no more than a cracked whisper, he said, “I don’t want to think about her anymore.”


  “It’s important that you allow the feelings. It’s the only way to get rid of them once and for all.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You can. Stop fighting them. Let them happen. She can’t hurt you anymore.”


  “It’s not that easy.”


  “It never is. That’s why I’m here. To help.”


  “So, how do we do it?”


  A warm smile. “We talk.”


  He pulled his arms tightly across his chest. He closed his eyes.


  She said, “The listing is a symptom, that’s all. Not a setback, not a failure. Your OCD is brought on by stress, as a strategy to relieve tension. It worked for you as a child, helped you survive your mother’s horrendous abuse. But now, as an adult, it doesn’t help so much. In time, you’ll acquire new coping skills that are more functional, less destructive.”


  “God, I hate that I do it!”


  “I get that, Patrick. I feel your frustration. But the better you become at facing your fears and emotions, the more quickly the urge to list will lessen.”


  He leaned back, looked up, shook his head.


  “Accept the pitfalls. See them as signposts. Realize that, in the long run, they are actually steps forward.”


  “They feel like failures.”


  She fell silent, frowning. “You’re awful hard on yourself.”


  “I can’t help it.” A new tear rolled down his cheek. He wiped it away, as if to erase the pain.


  She kept a compassionate gaze on him, then glanced at her watch. Quietly, she said, “Let’s stop for today.”
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  On his way out, he passed a girl thumbing through a magazine in the waiting area. She glanced at him, her face marred by a scar running diagonally from her left temple to her right cheek. He drew his attention away briskly, trying not to appear put-off. But he wondered how it got there and, even more, what it was like to have to wear the pain on the outside instead of within; whether one was worse than the other.


  He got into his car. His notebook was open and facedown on the passenger seat. He flipped it over and stared at the page, and the words stared back, practically laughing at him, mocking him.
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  “No!” he told himself, shaking his head, jamming his key in the ignition.


  He shoved the gearshift into drive, took off down the road.


  Chapter Two


  CHAPTER TWO


  Bullet accosted him halfway through the doorway. On hind legs, paws pressed against Patrick’s chest, the dog delivered his unfailingly annoying Tongue Shot.


  “Easy, boy,” Patrick said, wiping dog slop from his face. “Easy.”


  Bullet threw his paws around Patrick’s waist and delivered another shot. He went on to the arms, the face, anywhere he could reach.


  Patrick didn’t mind. Not really. Manners would have been nice, but it was hard to resist the unencumbered enthusiasm, the crazy love, even if it was the furry, four-legged kind. He’d take what he could get. Sometimes it felt like the dog was all he had left.


  Bullet was an eighty-pound Rotty mix. A rescue. Well, sort of. Actually, the dog had nearly killed him when they first met. Patrick had been covering a story in Texas and found the starved and beaten animal chained to a rundown trailer, stranded there for days while his murdered owner, a dirtbag named Flint Newsome, lay rotting inside. Patrick managed to be first on the scene, and Bullet managed to sink his teeth into Patrick’s leg soon after—not a good thing to happen to someone for whom even a minor cut could be a death sentence. Luckily, the dog’s teeth didn’t break his skin. Near catastrophe averted.


  Word was that Newsome had abused and neglected Bullet since he was a puppy. Patrick knew how that felt and soon realized that their chance meeting was no accident at all, that it was meant to be. Two kindred spirits converged, partnership formed, happiness found.


  “Easy, boy,” Patrick said again, intercepting another Tongue Shot just in time.


  Bullet eventually settled down, head up, eyes keenly fixed on Patrick as he moved into the kitchen and thumbed through the mail. Bills and more bills. He tossed them onto the counter to join the growing pile of their unpaid friends, and as he did, a postcard slipped out from between them. Patrick lifted it: a message from CJ Norris. The two met and became close friends while working the Nathan Kingsley story together in Corvine, Texas. He studied the picture from Empire, Nevada, a dilapidated small town located north of Reno. He flipped it over.


  
    Greetings from Hell. Stuck in what has to be the shittiest place on earth, doing what has to be the shittiest assignment on earth: recession ghost towns. Of course, knew you’d appreciate this. Been there, done it, right? Think of you far more often than I’m able to reach out, but God, I sure do miss you!
  


  Hope you are doing fantastic!


  Hugs,


  CJ


  He let out a long, defeated sigh, pitched the postcard onto the counter.


  The last time they’d spoken, Patrick had been fantastic; in fact, he was at the peak of his career as a reporter for Newsworld. Then an opportunity came that he couldn’t resist. National Monthly—a magazine with a much larger circulation—offered him a freelance job with a substantial pay increase and the possibility of becoming permanent. Patrick accepted, working out of their Southern California bureau in San Diego, where he’d spent his first year of college. Things went well for a while. Then he was sent to Donovan Correctional Facility, a prison located in an unincorporated area just outside of town, to cover the Aaron Stillwater case. The six-year-old boy had been savagely beaten and left for dead inside a closet, tethered to an ironing board with electrical cord. The child’s face was so badly bruised that his eyes were barely visible beneath the swelling. Cassandra Clayton, his mother, a part-time drug dealer, part-time prostitute, had left Aaron alone with her part-time drug dealer, part-time pimp boyfriend, Harold Freely.


  Having endured years of his own mother’s wicked and relentless abuse, Patrick wasn’t so sure this was the best assignment for him, but being new to the job he knew that turning it down wasn’t an option. As the interview progressed, Patrick tried his best to ignore the disgust and contempt mounting within him with each new word that fell from Freely’s mouth. Then Patrick asked what the child had done to deserve the abuse. Freely answered, “He changed the channel on my football game.”


  Patrick didn’t remember lunging at the man, nor did he recall the three outsized guards who intercepted him before he was able to make good on his intentions—but he didn’t need to. He was able to watch the whole thing as it played out on YouTube courtesy of the television crew setting up for the next interview. The video instantly went viral, and soon, just about every broadcast outlet in the country and beyond was showing it, along with attention-grabbing teases that simultaneously managed to attack Patrick’s competence and derail his career. “A reporter attacks a convicted child abuser during a prison interview!” and “National Monthly reporter throws professionalism out the window while trying to throw a punch at his subject!”


  Patrick had never been a violent person—he couldn’t remember a single incident in his life when he’d ever acted in such a manner—but Harold Freely had tripped a wire, a very exposed, very fragile one.


  Freely escaped unscathed, but Patrick did not. As if the public humiliation hadn’t been bad enough, his career slid down the rails. Julia McGovern, his managing editor, didn’t exactly fire him; she just stopped calling him for assignments, stopped returning his calls, and very soon Patrick got the message: Bon voyage. Have a good life. Not that he could blame them. In just a few short moments, he’d not only discredited himself as a reporter but also severely damaged the magazine’s reputation.


  And just like that, his illustrious career as an award-winning journalist vanished, his former triumphs nothing more than a distant memory. Patrick couldn’t bring himself above the shame to look for new work. He knew there wasn’t a news outlet in the country that would hire him anyway, so he just gave up.


  With plenty of savings to sustain him, he remained at his small rented bungalow in the North Park area, a once-struggling, rundown neighborhood now moving into yuppie gentrification one street at a time. Patrick had hoped to improve his life by moving here, but instead had failed miserably at it. Stability had been the goal, but unbalanced transience was the result. Not exactly what he’d been shooting for, unless sad and lonely was the plan.


  After feeding Bullet, Patrick turned his thoughts toward feeding himself. He peered into the fridge at a burrito from Rodrigo’s, soggy and beyond edible, one bite missing. An opened can of Rockstar. Two petrified slices of something; no telling from which year they’d hailed, or for that matter which animal.


  He closed the door, pushed out a long sigh while looking at his watch: 3:00 p.m. He hated cooking for one. He hated cooking, period.
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  Flanagan’s Bar and Grill was noisy, crowded, and made no apologies for it because they served the best burgers in town. Patrick took a seat at a side table so he could watch the big screen and try to coax himself into an appetite. He moved his attention toward the cluster of twentysomethings at the bar with their tanned shoulders and legs, beautiful faces, and big white smiles. All of them drinking and laughing. One dude with huge muscles strutted his best stuff, working the gal on the barstool next to him. He whispered something into her ear; she giggled hysterically, nearly spilling a margarita down her leg. Muscle Man laughed along while casually slipping an arm around her waist… and his hand down her backside. She didn’t seem to notice.


  Smooth move, stud.


  Patrick turned his attention to the couple at the table closest to him. Older, somewhere in their fifties, busy eating and not talking. The woman caught him staring and shot him an empty expression.


  Patrick looked away.


  The waitress came to take his order. “How’ve you been, Patrick? Haven’t seen you here in a while.”


  “I’m okay, Sandra. Been busy.” He shifted awkwardly after telling his lie.


  She winked and grinned. “Working on your next big exposé?”


  “Something like that.” He ordered the first thing on the menu to stop the conversation. When she left, he focused on the TV screen. The news was on. Some murder in a neighborhood where it looked like there shouldn’t have been one. Aerial shots revealed a huge mansion on grounds that could have easily rivaled a golf course. Maintained just as beautifully. Green and white sheriff’s units dotted a private road leading to the main house. The locator graphic verified Patrick’s suspicion: Rancho Santa Fe, the most affluent area in the county, where the median price for a home fell at the $2.5 million mark. This house looked to be worth five times that much.


  Patrick watched the screen with mild interest as the video showed yellow crime scene tape hanging loosely across massive wrought iron gates, guarded by a slew of deputies. From the looks of things, one might have thought a foreign dignitary had died. Close enough, Patrick supposed. You didn’t see homicide detectives in those parts very often.


  Sandra materialized with his dinner. As she set down the plate, she gave him a searching look. “You okay, sweets? You seem a little out of sorts.”


  He ran his hand through his hair. “I know. I need a haircut and shave.”


  “Not that, darlin’,” she said, a smile sliding across her face. “You’d be good-lookin’ with a paper bag over your head. No… something else.”


  He wanted to change the subject, so he nodded at the screen. “Looks like something big’s going on there.”


  “Yeah, big all right.” She gave a snort, shaking her head. “Something happens around here, takes a good hour for the cops to show, then another hour for them to give a damn. But up in Big Bucks Country, someone doesn’t show for supper, and they send the whole damned department.” She rolled her eyes. “Ridiculous.”


  “What happened, anyway?”


  She flung a hand toward the TV. “Some rich couple’s supposedly missing. Hasn’t even been twenty-four hours, and already everyone’s up in arms, calling it murder.”


  An image floated across the screen, an older guy who indeed looked rather well-heeled. The caption identified him as Dr. Wesley Clark. Then a photo flashed of his wife.


  “I guess if you got money, your life means more than everyone else’s,” Sandra remarked.


  Patrick barely heard her, the words coming through as a faraway echo. With an involuntary jerk he knocked his glass over, sending it straight to the floor where it shattered into pieces, iced tea and broken shards everywhere. Sandra ran toward the kitchen for a towel. Everyone around him stared.


  Patrick was in too much shock to care.


  The TV said the woman’s name was Charlene Clark, that she was missing and possibly dead. But Patrick knew neither could be true.


  Because it wasn’t Charlene Clark he was seeing.


  And because you can’t die twice.


  Chapter Three


  CHAPTER THREE


  Patrick’s stomach clenched, a hard coldness undulating from his core. His shoes were soaking in a puddle of iced tea and broken glass, but he hardly noticed because he couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.


  This isn’t real. I’m not seeing this.


  Just a resemblance? Not a chance. He would have known Marybeth’s face anywhere. Fifteen years older now, but still, those lips, those eyes. The familiar birthmark on her left cheek.


  Am I losing my mind?


  Sandra’s voice pulled him out of it.


  “Honey, you’re going to have to move if you want me to clean up this mess.”


  Patrick sharpened his focus and saw her standing before him, one hand on her hip, the other holding a dishrag. He jumped from the chair, yanked out his wallet, threw some money on the table.


  “You okay, hon?” the waitress said.


  He was already out the door.


  And less than a minute later Patrick was racing down the road, ignoring the speed limit, ignoring the stop signs, ignoring everything except for the torrent of thoughts spinning out in his head. He missed another car by inches, and the driver laid on the horn, shouting obscenities out the window. Patrick didn’t care; he was too wrapped up in his emotions, too distraught. He could feel the past coming back as if it had happened only minutes before. Really, it had never left him: he’d only put it in a safe place so he could move on with his life. Now here it was again, twisting through him like a jagged razor and tearing him apart.


  “I’m not losing my mind,” he said, more for self-assurance than as a statement of fact.


  As soon as he got inside his front door, Bullet came running, tail flapping, going for the Tongue Shot. Patrick blocked it just in time. He brushed a hand over the dog’s coat swiftly and mindlessly as he headed toward his office. Sliding into the desk chair, he turned on his laptop, drumming his fingers as he waited for the machine to boot up. Then he was online, scouring the Internet for any information he could find. The Courier had a story on their Metro page:


  What Happened to the Clarks?


  By Lucinda Santiago


  
    Like a mystery torn from the pages of a thriller novel, a wealthy Rancho Santa Fe couple has vanished into the night and seemingly into thin air.
  


  
    Dr. and Mrs. Wesley Clark were last seen yesterday evening after a fundraiser at the Fairbanks Ranch Resort just north of San Diego. When Charlene Clark failed to appear for a lunch date today, a friend went to the Clark compound to check on her. The couple was nowhere to be found, and further inquiry determined that Dr. Clark had not been seen at work all day.
  


  
    Authorities later investigated another residence where Mrs. Clark had recently moved, a house in the high-end beach community of Las Brisas, in Del Mar. There was no sign of the couple, but blood was discovered. Sheriff’s Homicide Detective Steve Pike declined further comment about other evidence found at the scene or elsewhere.
  


  The article went on to describe the Clarks and their extravagant lifestyle, accompanied by the same photos of the couple Patrick had seen on TV, and aerial shots of their estate, complete with a palatial mansion, servants’ quarters, a guesthouse, and a swimming pool the size of a parking lot. They had a few bucks, no doubt about it.


  Patrick tried logging onto InfoQuest, the magazine’s subscription newspaper archiving service, but his password was rejected. He tried again, and again he got bumped. He decided to ask Google. A string of articles about the Clarks came up. The doctor co-owned and operated the Clark-Fairchild Center, a very large, very successful cancer treatment and research facility in Del Mar. Patrick was familiar with the place—so was just about everybody else in town. The commercials ran constantly on television, boasting about their state-of-the-art treatment and care in a “comfortable, nurturing environment.” Comfortable was an understatement—from what Patrick had heard, it was Posh City.


  The photos showed the Clarks attending fundraisers to finance his cutting-edge work. In all of them, Charlene was either partially turned away from the camera or at least moderately obscured by people standing in front of her.


  Hiding.


  After more searching, he was able to find a good image of her—the same one shown on the news, only sharper and clearer. Heat flushed his face and heaviness filled his chest as he zeroed in: the beautiful girl had grown to be a beautiful woman, now with the added sophistication and elegance that only money seemed to buy. She’d cut her hair short, and her cheeks, once delicate and rounded, were now chiseled, her jawline stronger. She wore it all well; but through the designer clothes, the glistening jewels, he still saw Marybeth—his Marybeth—and still, she took his breath away.


  Patrick looked at a photo of the husband and drew a complete blank. The man was considerably older, his complexion creased by age, hair a thing of the past. Apparently, money can buy a hell of a lot more than nice homes and expensive jewels, Patrick thought. No mention of any children.


  He fell back into his chair and drew a weighted breath. It seemed the more Patrick knew, the less he was sure of, the gap of uncertainty widening as each moment passed—desperate to close it, he moved on and continued searching the Internet for answers he wasn’t sure he could find about that long-ago fire and the woman who, up until now, he’d thought had died in it. A woman he’d loved more than anything.


  It had happened at the end of his freshman year. Devastated by the loss, and unable to face his penetrating sadness, Patrick decided not to return to campus the following fall. Instead, he transferred to Marshall, a private college in West Texas, hoping to erase his tragic memories and not look back. Now, he knew he had to.


  He found an article from several years after the fire, showcasing the newly erected sciences building. The project had been financed by a university endowment fund and local donations. Patrick hurriedly glanced through photos of the modern concrete and glass structure, which paled in comparison to its historic redbrick predecessor.


  He shuttled farther in time, catching a story that ran a day after the fire—no new information there; the article covered everything Patrick already knew. Searching some more, he found another from about two weeks after he’d left town. Patrick involuntarily shot back in his chair after reading the headline.


  Investigator Says SDSU Fire was Arson


  By Vicky Montgomery


  
    The San Diego Metro Arson Strike Team held a news conference today to release its findings after investigating the SDSU Life Sciences Building fire, which happened a few weeks ago. According to Chief Bill Brandy, the blaze was intentionally set; however, he was unable to supply further details, as the investigation is ongoing. He did confirm that there are no suspects at this time and that a gas explosion ignited the fire. Total damage is estimated to be in excess of $10 million.
  


  
    “This could have been a far more tragic situation,” Brandy said. “Fortunately, the fire happened on a Saturday, and the building was closed for repairs. A day earlier and we would have had a lot of deceased and injured students on our hands.”
  


  Patrick was shocked to find out the fire was arson, but the feeling didn’t get a chance to settle—it was bumped by confusion and dismay. Why had there been no mention of Marybeth?


  He searched some more for an obituary on her: there was none.


  Patrick looked up from the screen and shook his head.


  He scrambled into the garage and began rifling through boxes, searching for his yearbook. He’d ordered it early in his freshman year—before meeting Marybeth, before the fire. By the time yearbooks were distributed, Marybeth was gone, and Patrick had stuffed the book away, unopened, along with the other painful reminders of his past.


  After going through several boxes, he found it at the bottom of one and yanked it out. Frantically swiping at the pages, he searched for something—anything—he could find about the fire or Marybeth.


  It wasn’t there.


  Nothing. Not even a memorial page.


  What the hell?


  He backtracked to the student photos, searching for one of Marybeth but again came up empty. Perspiration gathered on Patrick’s neck as he carefully ran his finger between photos of Susan Redford and William Reece, as if doing so might produce different results—it didn’t. Patrick clapped the book shut and stared ahead at the wall, dumbfounded.


  She was there. She died in the fire—I know she did. I saw it.


  He reached for his wallet, pulled out the photo, and looked at it for reassurance. Marybeth never liked having her picture taken—she hated seeing herself in them—but just once, Patrick had convinced her to pose for him. With shaky hands, he pulled the photo closer, and his memory had a calming effect: she was standing on the shoreline in La Jolla, a magnificent sunset as her backdrop.


  Big smile.


  Looking as beautiful as ever.


  Feeling a little better, Patrick returned the picture to his wallet, then went inside the house.


  But he still hadn’t found answers to his questions, and that only made him more determined to find them. Patrick reached for the phone and began dialing Sully’s number. Sully: best friend from college, turned FBI Intel analyst, in Quantico, Virginia.


  The phone rang four times before going to voicemail.


  “Call me back, ASAP,” Patrick said, struggling to keep his panicky voice in check. “It’s urgent. It’s about Marybeth.”


  He hung up, then a few seconds later, on impulse, dialed Julia McGovern’s number. She wouldn’t exactly be excited to hear from him, but the magazine might already be working the Clark story—they could have information. Besides, if they hadn’t assigned someone, he wanted it.


  “Julia McGovern’s office.”


  “Elizabeth, it’s Patrick.”


  Silence.


  “Bannister?” he added.


  “Patrick…” Long pause. “Hi.”


  “I need to talk to Julia. Can you grab her for me?”


  She strung her words out very slowly. “Let me see.”


  No more than five seconds later, she returned, her voice weirdly brisk and detached. “Sorry, Patrick, she’s in a meeting right now. Take a message?”


  He looked at his watch. A meeting at this hour? Julia was usually about ready to leave by now. “Any idea when she’ll be back? I need to talk to her. It’s important.”


  “I really don’t, but like I said, I can leave her a message.”


  “Okay.” Patrick sighed his frustration. “But please tell her it’s urgent.”


  “I will,” she said, then hung up before he could say another word.


  There was a time when he could call Julia day or night, no gatekeepers, no operators. Those times were gone. Patrick shook his head and pursed his lips with determination. It would take a hell of a lot more than one assistant to keep him away. He dialed Julia’s cell.


  Halfway through the second ring, the call went to voicemail. He left a message.


  He tried Sully’s number again, and again, got nowhere. “Damn it!” he shouted at nobody. “Doesn’t anyone answer their phone?”


  Patrick spent the next several hours obsessively dialing at regular intervals, alternating between calls to Sully and Julia; when he wasn’t doing that, he was scouring the Internet for anything he could find on Charlene Clark.


  Exhausted, he gazed up at the clock, scrubbing his face with both hands. It was two a.m. His eyelids felt like lead, his mind and body sapped. He let his arms fall onto the desk, dropped his head; even then, he could still hear his pulse throbbing in his ears.


  The phone went off, jolting him out of the moment.


  He answered before it finished the first ring. “It’s about time.”


  “Seven calls?” Sully said. “Seven? Holy shit, Pat. You scared the hell out of me.”


  “Then why the hell didn’t you answer?”


  “Just got back from the field, man. You know the rules. Phones off.”


  Patrick groaned.


  “Dude, you sound like crap. What’s going on?”


  “Marybeth is what’s going on.”


  “The girl who died in college?”


  “She’s not dead, Sully.”


  “Say what?”


  “She’s alive. Or she was.”


  Silence.


  “Sully?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. So… let me make sure I understand you correctly. You see dead people?”


  “I’m not making it up. I swear.”


  “But where the hell are you getting it?” Sully’s tone didn’t sound suspicious, but it wasn’t exactly a vote of confidence.


  “I saw her on TV.”


  “On TV…”


  “Yeah. I mean… not her. A photo of her.”


  “And what exactly was this photo doing on TV?”


  Patrick told him. About the Clarks, their mysterious disappearance and probable murders. How the picture of Charlene was the spitting image of his college love.


  “Okay,” Sully said. “You do realize how completely whacked out this sounds, right?”


  “I know it does, and…” Patrick stopped, his mind catching up, realizing where this was headed. “… and you totally don’t believe me.”


  “I’m not saying that,” Sully replied, his voice struggling to fall into a more consoling tone. “I’m just concerned.”


  “About what?”


  “About you.”


  “Me?”


  “Hell, yeah, you. Of course, you. Things haven’t exactly been going swell these past few years. Now you’re leaving messages all night saying the dead girl from college is walking the earth and living Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous? It sounds a little wonky, Pat, you have to admit.”


  “I’m not losing it, Sully, I swear.”


  “That’s not what I’m saying, but can you just try to pull it together for me?”


  “Of course,” Patrick said, his voice failing, a note of defeat creeping into his words.


  “Okay. Now first of all, are you one hundred and ten percent sure it’s her?”


  “I’d bet my life on it. I’ll send you the link. Check it out for yourself, and you’ll see.”


  “Pat…”


  “What?”


  “I wouldn’t know the woman if I tripped over her. That was freshman year, before you transferred to Marshall. I mean, you showed me a picture of her, but I barely remember what she looked like.”


  “Oh, God.” Patrick groaned.


  There was silence on the line.


  “Sully? You still there?”


  “Yeah… I’m just… Never mind.”


  “I need your help, Sul. I need it bad. Please. Get me whatever you can on the two names, Marybeth Redmond and Charlene Clark. See if you can find some kind of connection between them… anything. And while you’re at it, run a check on the husband, Dr. Wesley Clark. They’re from Rancho Santa Fe. I need to know what’s going on here.”


  “I will. I promise. But do me a favor?”


  “What’s that?”


  Sully paused. “Just… go easy on yourself, will ya?”


  “I will.”


  “Because—”


  “I’ll get it under control,” Patrick said. “I won’t go off the deep end again, I swear. I’ll be fine.”


  “Okay,” Sully said, his tone a mix of concern and warning, “but don’t make me come down there. I’ll do it. You know I will.”


  “A threat worth taking seriously.”


  “Bet your ass.”


  “I get it,” Patrick said, “and I appreciate it.”


  He clicked his phone off and looked at the computer screen. Marybeth’s photo stared back at him, her pale crystalline eyes like windows to his past. Only now it seemed the past had changed—someone had rewritten it when he wasn’t looking.


  Either that, or he really was losing his mind.


  But I saw it.


  That was the problem—he couldn’t stop seeing it. Horrific, unthinkable images of the only woman he’d ever loved, reduced to a burnt corpse, tendrils of resinous smoke curling through her dark, fleshless ribcage. Her once-beautiful, flawless face transformed into a frightening messenger of tragedy: just a scorched and eyeless skull, all jaws and teeth.


  The tears.


  The pain.


  Gone in an instant. Killed by her worst fear.


  Patrick’s mind rewound to the last time he saw her alive, smiling and waving from the sciences building’s second-story window, mouthing the words I love you. Marybeth had snuck in to retrieve the notebook she’d left there. Seconds later, a fiery explosion erupted, erasing the one person, the only person, who ever mattered to him. The only one who ever made him feel as though he mattered.


  He wound back even farther, thinking about those hushed words she’d whispered to him the night before she died. Words he would never forget.


  Never understand.


  Patrick threw his hands over his eyes and shook his head rapidly as if he could shake out the feelings. But he couldn’t, and he felt so terribly alone.


  Bullet nudged his leg. Patrick looked down. He ran a palm over the boy’s head, and the dog leaned into the motion, keeping his eyes on Patrick as if to say, It isn’t so. You’re not alone, not anymore.


  “It’s okay, buddy,” Patrick said, trying to work up a smile. “It’s okay.”


  Chapter Four


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Marybeth’s head rests comfortably against my chest, her shoulder curled to the inside contour of my arm. She fits so perfectly there, as if we were made to connect this way. She gazes up at me with that beautiful smile.


  “What?” I say, trying to fight back my own grin.


  A mischievous expression slides across her face. “I want to show you something.”


  I look deeper into her eyes. I can’t stop looking, can’t stop loving her.


  Amused by my curiosity, she slips away from my arms, sits up, and with a playful wink says, “Follow me.”


  “What is it?” I ask, intrigued by her impishness.


  “You’ll see,” she replies with a singsong voice as she gets out of bed. Slowly, she moves forward, looking back at me every few steps, still flashing that smile.


  When I catch up to her, I throw my arms over her shoulders, press my body against hers and my lips against the back of her neck. I close my eyes and breathe in her scent, then I spin her around for a deep, passionate kiss. She reciprocates with a helpless moan, locking her hands behind my neck, pulling my mouth harder against hers. I can taste her, smell her, feel her—I can’t get enough of her. I want to stay here forever, wrapped up with her: connected to her. I realize this is how it is meant to be. How we are meant to be.


  She gently pulls away, holds my gaze, and presses a finger against my lips. “Sexy man,” she whispers.


  I grin.


  She proceeds toward the dresser. When she gets there, she wraps her pinky around the knob of the top drawer while holding my eye contact as if to tease me. Her voice glides up an octave as she says, “Are you ready?”


  I play along with a quick wink and anxious nod.


  She pulls open the drawer and gazes inside, pushing her hair behind each ear, looking like a little girl filled with excitement and wonder. I’m enjoying it immensely.


  She whispers, “Come and see.”


  So I do.


  And feel my skin crawl, and a burn in my stomach, and my eyes forcing themselves wide open with shock. I step away, appalled.


  “Don’t you like it?” she says with a pout, as if wounded by my reaction.


  Inside the drawer is a human heart, wrapped so tightly with wire that the flesh bulges between the gaps as the muscle beats, laboring, trying to pump through the tight confines.


  She reaches inside and pulls it out. Blood drips down her arm and the dresser, splattering into a pool on the floor. She presses her lips against the heart, kissing it, then she looks at me.


  With blood covering her mouth, she says, “It’s yours.”


  I shake my head quickly.


  “It is,” she assures me. “It really is, baby.”


  I look down at myself. First I see the blood oozing down my stomach, then I discover the gaping hole in the center of my chest. I look up at her and scream.


  She lets out a tiny giggle that erupts into hysterical laughter. The sound echoes inside my head, through the room, so loud it’s almost deafening.


  Patrick shot straight up in bed to the sound of his own quick breaths. He couldn’t get enough oxygen into his lungs. Then he felt the wet T-shirt clinging to his body and instinctively threw his hands over his chest.


  I’m bleeding.


  He flicked the lamp on and looked down: no blood, just perspiration.


  Patrick buried his face in his hands, trying to steady the labored breaths shooting out between his fingers.


  He scrambled to the bathroom and filled the sink with water, lowered his face into it. The harsh sensation was like a cold slap. He didn’t care; he needed it—or needed something—to jar himself from this confusion, this sorrow. Then he wondered if he’d ever again see a night where he didn’t wake up in the dark hours, scared half to death.


  He lifted his head and saw his face in the mirror, colorless and soaked.


  And wondered if he was staring into the eyes of a fool.


  Chapter Five


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Morning sunlight filtered through his drapes, casting a dismal haze throughout the room. The air felt flat and dormant as if waiting for something to give it life.


  Patrick threw the covers over his head.


  The night had not been kind. He’d spent most of his time tossing, turning, and thinking.


  About Marybeth. He wanted to trust she’d been a victim, that she’d never wanted to leave him. He wanted to believe that if she wasn’t actually dead, she might still love him.


  He wanted to, but he couldn’t—not yet. Not until he knew the truth.


  Patrick made his way to the kitchen on autopilot. He fed the dog. He flipped on the coffee machine. He reached for the remote and aimed it at the TV. It was all movement and mechanics.


  Mindlessly, he poured his cup, eyes half-open, half-listening to the jolly banter between two news anchors who sounded like they’d just sucked helium. “As mentioned earlier, we’re working on a developing story out of Mexico.”


  Patrick lifted his cup off the counter, glancing at the TV with negligible interest.


  “We’ve just received word that a body’s been found that may be connected to a missing Rancho Santa Fe couple. Jack Webber’s in the newsroom with more. Jack?”


  Patrick set his cup down with a trembling hand, nearly spilling his coffee.


  The reporter in the newsroom looked disheveled but all business, his top button undone, his tie loosened. “Information’s moving very slowly out of Mexico this morning, Susan, but here’s what we know right now: a female body was discovered early this morning in the residential neighborhood of La Azucena, in Tijuana. Authorities are only saying they believe the body is that of Charlene Clark.” He gave a single, downward nod, along with a solemn expression. “Susan, this is no longer a missing persons case. They’re now calling it a homicide.”


  The anchor said, “Jack, any word on the cause of death yet?”


  “Authorities will only say that the investigation is ongoing. We hope to have more for you at noon.”


  “Thanks, Jack. When we return, a look at your weekend weather…”


  Patrick stared at the TV, seeing nothing.


  Gone. In a blink of an eye, and this time for good. I never had a chance.


  He stood helplessly in the middle of the room. Then the notebook on the coffee table claimed his attention. He focused on it, and the more he looked, the more its familiar, enticing draw pulled him in, whispering those sweet words, telling him that it would be okay to indulge himself just this once, that he deserved it, even needed it. He moved closer, reaching out to the notebook like a long-lost friend. Then he stopped just short of making contact, realizing he was about to put his hand in the fire.


  “No,” he told himself.


  And then he disobeyed his own command, snatching up the notebook as if his next breath depended on it and, with a shaky but determined hand, began writing.
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  Seven minutes and seven pages later, he was still writing, his hand trembling and stinging, his palm wet with sweat. The pen slipped from his fingers, ripping a hole through the page. He heaved the notebook across the room, the pen too, and opened his throat in a primal scream. Squeezing his eyes shut and clenching his teeth, he fell onto the couch, shame and revulsion firing through him like bad blood, angry at himself for again giving in to the sweet, toxic temptation—the one he simultaneously loved and hated, the demon he thought he would never be able to conquer.


  He reached for his phone and dialed Dr. Ready’s number. Her voicemail came on immediately.


  “I need to see you,” he said, voice shallow and weak. “I… I really need to see you. Right now.”


  He squeezed his eyes closed, gasping for air.


  “Please, help me.”


  Chapter Six


  CHAPTER SIX


  The moment Dr. Ready opened the door and locked eyes with Patrick’s, her expression gave way to concern. In a gentle, reassuring voice she said, “Why don’t you come inside.”


  Patrick stood and with heavy feet, moved into the office.


  “She’s gone,” he blurted out.


  Dr. Ready closed the door, keeping her attention on him, her face of concern now shading toward confusion.


  He collapsed onto the couch, dropped his face into his hands.


  “Who’s gone, Patrick?” she said, tentatively lowering herself into her chair.


  He pressed his hands together, shook his head. Said nothing.


  “Patrick… talk to me. Tell me what’s happened.”


  “Marybeth is dead,” he said, his voice trailing into a hoarse whisper.


  “Yes,” she said. “Marybeth’s been dead for years.”


  “No, she was alive. I saw her.”


  “You’re having the dreams again…”


  “No. In real life. I saw her in real life.”


  “Patrick, how is that possible?”


  “A photo of her!” He stood and began pacing, his voice ramping to match his frustration. “It was on the news.”


  “Why was Marybeth’s picture on the news?”


  Still pacing, hands raking through his hair, he said, “Her name’s Charlene now… or it was. She was missing, and now she’s dead, before I could even find her, and I don’t know if… My God… I’ve been having the dreams about her, about the fire, and then this happens. Not only has she been alive, but she’s been living here in San Diego all these years!”


  “Patrick, it makes perfect sense you’ve been having the dreams. We’ve been doing a lot of emotional connection work together. This is normal. The dreams have nothing to do with whatever you’ve just found out.”


  “But my mind is so tangled right now. I don’t know what to—”


  “Patrick,” she said, careful and steady, “please, have a seat and take a deep breath. We’ll sort through this together. Okay?”


  He stopped to consider her for a moment. He collected himself. He plodded back to the couch.


  Dr. Ready said, “Now let’s take it one step at a time, because I don’t want to miss anything. Start from the beginning. Tell me what happened.”


  As he took her through the story, she leaned back in her chair, watching him with an expression of careful neutrality. He caught it and said, “You think I’m crazy.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Well, I do.”


  “You’re not crazy, Patrick.”


  “Then tell me what’s going on, because if I’m not crazy now, I’m scared to death I might be very soon.”


  Dr. Ready shrugged and shook her head. “There has to be some logical explanation. And you’re sure Charlene Clark is Marybeth?”


  “God! Why the hell does everyone keep asking me that? I’m not making this up!”


  “I’m not saying you are. But it’s possible that you could be confused. It’s been more than fifteen years. A lot can change.”


  He reached up with both hands and grabbed onto his hair. “I’m not confused, and I know it was her.”


  She took a moment to study him, thinking before speaking, then, “And you won’t consider that there could be some other explanation.”


  “I won’t.” He shook his head ardently. “I can’t.”


  “Okay, then. If you’re sure it’s her, there’s only one thing you can do.”


  “I need to figure this out. I have to.”


  “How will you do that?”


  “I’m a journalist. A good one, or at least I used to be, before all this…” His voice faltered, doubt creeping in and strong-arming his confidence.


  “You still are, Patrick.”


  “I’m just so…”


  “What?”


  “So angry. So confused. So—” He raised his fists, speaking through gritted teeth. “—I don’t know what I am anymore! I don’t even know who she was!”


  “Then you need to find those answers, Patrick. Use the feelings. Let them mobilize instead of paralyze you. Whatever happened, you can’t change it, but you can still get to the truth.”


  “I’m scared of the truth. What if the truth is that she never loved me, that she just left me like a stupid chump? What if everything was a lie?”


  “You don’t know that, Patrick, but either way, you have to find out. This has been on your mind for a long time, and it’s been getting worse. You needed this—you needed it in order to go on with your life.”


  “I’m scared.”


  “It’s okay to be scared, but the only way to get past your fear is to move through it.”


  “But how do you move through something that’s no longer here, something that maybe never was?”


  “By searching for truth. You find it, you face it, and then you move on.”


  Chapter Seven


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Find it. Face it.


  The words lingered in Patrick’s mind, and the farther he drove from Dr. Ready’s office, the more his confusion and sadness wheeled toward anxious determination. He was a good journalist. A damned good one. He didn’t have much anymore, but he still had that. Nobody could take it away from him, not Julia, not even Marybeth—she might be dead, but that didn’t mean the truth had to be buried with her, and finding it was a better road than the one paved with helplessness and interminable grief. He’d been driving that crazy freeway for far too long.


  Hungry for the latest news on the Clarks, and too impatient to wait until he got home, Patrick stopped at a convenience store to grab the newspaper. Sitting in his car, he started reading.


  Rumors were beginning to surface that the couple had been having marital troubles, but investigators still weren’t willing to call Wesley Clark a suspect.


  Interesting.


  They were probably awaiting lab results on the blood found at Las Brisas—until then, they had no way of knowing whether the blood belonged to one or both of the Clarks. Those results might help them zero in on what had happened that night. Blood was life—Patrick knew that more intimately than most. As a reporter, he also knew that blood wrote the story of death, speaking truth when the victim no longer could. It was like ink: red, immediate, and indelible.


  He read on. Information had also leaked out that security cameras at the compound showed neither of the Clarks arriving home that evening after the fundraiser. Patrick realized they must have gone straight to Las Brisas.


  But why? And what happened after that?


  His journalist’s mind began sorting through logistics. He wondered whether there were signs of a struggle at the house and if the couple’s credit cards or cell phone records revealed activity after they disappeared. Then he realized chances were slim he’d find those answers—not with Detective Steve Pike working the damned case. Getting information from him would be like pulling teeth from an alligator. Pike loathed the media, especially after the Waters scandal several years before while the detective was working narcotics.


  Eighteen-year-old Ryan Waters had been a junkie—there was no question about it—and he loved his crystal meth; in fact, he was jacked up on an eight ball when Pike’s narcotics team stormed the apartment to arrest him. They swept the place and saw no one else at home—or so they thought—but while reading Ryan his Miranda rights, heard a noise in one of the bedrooms. After realizing someone was under the bed, Pike yelled for the person to come out, hands up. A hand with a gun emerged first, aimed at the squad. They weren’t aware it was a black plastic squirt gun until after Pike pumped a round through the mattress and into the head of Ryan’s eight-year-old brother, who was hiding in fright from the commotion.


  Adam Waters died instantly.


  The community flew into an uproar, demanding Pike’s resignation, and the media lapped it up like hungry dogs. The reporters were brutal, painting Pike as a hotheaded cop with a lousy attitude. Unfortunately, they’d jumped too soon. Internal Affairs completed their investigation and exonerated Pike. His sergeant, the one who supposedly cleared the room, took the brunt of the discipline. The report said Pike had acted appropriately, fearing his life was in danger, and if his boss had done his job properly, the tragedy would never have happened.


  Though his name had been cleared, Pike’s reputation was severely tarnished by the bad press. Now the detective was notorious for blacklisting reporters if they so much as looked at him the wrong way. With Pike working the Clark case, getting information would be a serious challenge. Patrick knew he’d have to work overtime to find any decent leads.
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  In his office at home, Patrick contemplated his next move. He needed to see what the Clark compound looked like, but with sheriff’s deputies keeping a round-the-clock watch on the place, chances were next to nil he’d have much luck.


  Then he got an idea.


  Searching for the Clarks’ address scored a direct hit. The home had been featured on Santa Fe Realty’s website just months before the couple purchased it. Asking price: a cool $9.8 million. The listing was still archived on the Wayback Machine, a repository of every web page published since the mid-’90s—even deleted ones. Among other things, the listing included a virtual tour of the home. Patrick decided to take it.


  And couldn’t believe his eyes. The place was massive, over fifteen thousand square feet, the kind of home better suited for a rock star than a doctor, complete with a movie theater, huge library, and main dining room the size of a reception hall.


  That chandelier alone probably cost as much as a Mercedes-Benz.


  All of it was wildly extravagant, and all of it was far too much. He tried to imagine Marybeth living this sort of life but just couldn’t. She’d never seemed the type who was into money, and material things hardly impressed her.


  Looking at the top-floor observatory, Patrick wondered if the Clarks did anything other than spread their wealth around like water. Even more, he wondered how they’d become so filthy rich. Doctors made good money, and owning a top research and treatment facility surely did more than simply pay the bills. But this? It bordered on the ridiculous.


  It was unlikely he’d get anywhere near the compound, but Las Brisas, Charlene Clark’s other residence, might be easier. Even more important, it held more meaning in the scheme of things: it was ground zero, the last known place both Clarks went before disappearing.


  Patrick shut his laptop down.


  Bullet let out a whimper.


  He looked down to find the boy at his feet, gazing up with a face Patrick knew well: Don’t leave again. He reached down and Bullet’s expression relaxed instantly, his eyes closing in bliss as he pushed his head harder against Patrick’s hand.


  “Wanna go see how the rich folk live?” Patrick asked.


  Bullet barked.


  Patrick took that as a yes.


  Chapter Eight


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Las Brisas was an exclusive gated community just five miles up the road from the Clark-Fairchild Center. Patrick parked across the street from the main entrance. No guard shack, he observed, but security cameras were perched high atop posts on both sides of the gate. Anyone entering through conventional means would be captured on video. Surely, detectives had reviewed that by now. Bullet was probing the scene too, but his investigative instincts were honing in on other aspects: shiny things that moved fast. With his head out the window, he followed each car as it zoomed by, intrigued as only a dog would be.


  Patrick took a moment to check his phone for messages: still nothing from Julia. Going through the main number would be an act of futility. He dialed her cell again.


  This time he only made it halfway through a ring before getting her voicemail.


  He sighed. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that she’d just rejected his call, and it didn’t take one to figure out why he’d lost his InfoQuest privileges, either. Message received: Don’t bother. You’re finished here.


  He decided to make a final attempt, or rather a plea, via voicemail.


  “Julia. It’s me… It’s Patrick.” He paused, trying to collect his thoughts and dignity. “Look, I know… I know I screwed up, and I’m sorry.” He stopped again, thought some more. “I let you down. I let everyone down, really badly. I’ll have to live with that, but I’m better now—I really am—and I just want to make this right.” He spoke through a worn-out sigh. “Please… call me back, okay? Give me a chance.”


  Bullet let out a despondent groan.


  Patrick looked at the dog, then stared out through his windshield, and the memories took over—memories of the first time he and Marybeth met.


  It was the beginning of freshman year, and the August heat had been unbearable. Patrick decided to dodge into the air-conditioned campus bookstore, hoping to find reprieve, while at the same time, purchase his books for the semester. Just as he turned the corner, someone knocked into him, throwing him off balance, sending his books tumbling onto the floor. He dropped to his knees and began gathering them into a pile.


  “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry!”


  He looked up and froze. He was staring into the most beautiful face he’d ever seen, a beautiful face now smiling bashfully.


  “I didn’t even see you coming! I’m so embarrassed!” She leaned down to grab a book, but Patrick couldn’t have cared less about it—he was positively transfixed by her magnificence, stunned by her beauty. As she handed him the book, their gazes locked, and the most captivating eyes he’d ever seen stared back at him—eyes so pale, so green, they were electric, eyes that nearly took Patrick’s breath away. He couldn’t speak—he wasn’t even sure whether he could stand.


  “I was rushing to get a book for sociology class. I’m late as usual—I’m always late.” She smiled a tiny smile. “It’s the story of my life and…” She paused, and her tiny smile faded toward concern. “Are you okay?”


  “Fine,” Patrick said, nodding nervously, trying his best to force casual.


  “I’m Marybeth, by the way. Marybeth Redmond.”


  “Patrick Bannister,” he managed to say.


  They both stood up. “Well, really nice to meet you, Patrick Bannister,” she said, awkwardly pushing a lock of hair behind an ear, “and again, I’m so sorry.”


  “Really, it’s fine,” he said, and it really was. It was more than fine.


  A group of students came breezing past the bookstore entrance, apparently rushing for their classes. Distracted by them for a moment, a worried expression washed across her face. “Oh, God. I’m really late now.”


  She leaned over to pick up the last book, and the bottom of her blouse rode higher, exposing a tattoo above her hip that read: hope(less).


  Marybeth looked up at him, realizing he’d seen it. Hastily, she pulled her blouse down. For a long moment, he didn’t say anything and neither did she, but for some reason the silence didn’t feel awkward to him, and something in his expression must have offered comfort because hers began to relax.


  And then Patrick found the courage to do something he’d never done before.


  “I was just wondering…” he said, looking down, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I’m kind of hungry, and, I mean… well… since you’re already late for your class and all, I was thinking maybe—”


  “I’d love to,” she said and smiled.


  And that was the beginning of something wonderful. Something amazing.


  A Lexus turned into the entryway of Las Brisas and jarred him into action. The gates parted, and he started his engine. He glided up behind the car and followed it in without a hitch, his memories of Marybeth and that day trailing and fading.


  He continued down a beautifully and expertly landscaped road, tall palms bending to the wind on each side, birds of paradise at their feet with orange flowers like flaming torches. In the distance, Patrick could see homes along the hills, rows of white balconies and patios saluting the ocean.


  Bullet barked his approval.


  When Patrick approached the house, he saw no sign of law enforcement, but that didn’t mean he could go prowling around; after what had happened here, neighbors were likely hypersensitive and on high alert. Instead, he decided to pull up across the street, take in his surroundings.


  The home was set far back and was quite a bit larger than its neighbors, perhaps five thousand square feet, surrounded by a tall wrought iron fence and a security gate across the driveway. Getting through all these deterrents unnoticed would not be impossible, but it would be difficult.


  He took some notes, then continued down the street; it looped around toward the front gate. One way in, one way out: nobody had snuck in through a rear entrance—at least not in a vehicle. He glanced past the rear of the development and observed a sturdy, concrete wall approximately ten feet high. Beyond that were even more homes. Again, not impossible to sneak in, but no cakewalk.


  Clearly, the Clarks had been separated, but even so, their Rancho Santa Fe compound certainly offered plenty of space if they’d needed it. Indeed, the two could have easily avoided crossing paths for days. So why did Charlene come here?


  Because she wanted to get as far away from his ass as she could—that’s why.


  Patrick remembered one of the articles suggesting a witness saw Wesley Clark follow his wife out of the parking lot after the fundraiser. Since the earlier story had said the couple never returned to the compound, Patrick guessed that the doctor had pursued her here.


  So many questions, he thought, and getting closer to the house didn’t seem to bring him any closer to finding answers.


  He was about to start the car again when his cell went off. He looked at the caller ID, clicked it mid-ring.


  “Sully. Got something for me?”


  “Well… yes.” Sully paused. “And no…”


  “Meaning?”


  “Not sure how to tell you this, bud, but your girl is a dyed-in-the-wool mystery. I’ve checked every database I have. Your Marybeth Redmond doesn’t exist. Never did, as far as I can tell.”


  “What do you mean, doesn’t exist?” Patrick let out a contained laugh, but it was less humor, more nervous consternation. “Of course she did.”


  “Not where the records are concerned. No evidence anywhere the woman was even born.”


  “That can’t be. What about her death?”


  “Scored a big goose egg there, too. The only thing close is a kid with the same name who died in an auto accident, but she was sixteen, and way the hell out in Beaumont, Louisiana. Won’t help you much.”


  Patrick glanced out his window, shook his head. “Is there a way to check records at the college? Maybe there’s some sort of trail.”


  “Already did—it’s a dead end. No documentation of a Marybeth Redmond ever attending the college.”


  “What the…? She was a student there. I was with her. This doesn’t make any sense, Sully.”


  “The records don’t lie, bud.”


  “And neither do I,” Patrick said, a bit too punitively.


  “Hey,” Sully said, sounding a little bruised. “Remember me? Your best friend? The guy who wants to help you?”


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” Patrick said, cradling his forehead with a hand. “It’s the stress talking. I feel like I’m walking into walls.”


  “Well, I’m not one of them.”


  Patrick didn’t respond.


  “Don’t wig on me, dude.”


  “I’m okay,” Patrick said.


  “We’ll figure this out.”


  Patrick gazed out his car window again, inhaled sharply. “So, what about Charlene Clark?”


  “Um… yeah, about that…” Sully said with more hesitation. “Same problem. No existo.”


  “What?”


  “No birth, no death. Just a DL number, and those are easy to fake in California.”


  “But I don’t…” He gritted his teeth. “… It’s like I’m looking at two friggin’ ghosts here.”


  “You’re telling me.”


  “What about the husband? Please don’t tell me he’s one of the walking dead, too.”


  “Nope. Happy to report he’s a mere mortal. Dr. Wesley Clark, model citizen. Richer than Roosevelt, but nonetheless clean as a whistle. Wish I could give you more, but…”


  “Thanks, Sul. Appreciate it.”


  “I’ll ask you this again because I care… You okay?”


  “Yeah.” Patrick let out a wry laugh. “Life’s shooting me roses.”


  “Now I’m worried.”


  “I’ll be fine once I get to the bottom of this.”


  “Do me a favor in the meantime, will you?”


  “What’s that?”


  “I kinda like you a whole bunch. I need you to stick around. Don’t fall apart on me, okay?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “And I’ll keep looking.”


  “Promise?”


  “You have my word, buddy.”


  Patrick exited the development shaking his head. No evidence that Marybeth had died in the fire, not even something to prove she was a student, and now this—no indication she had ever existed? As if finding out she’d been alive all this time hadn’t been enough.


  And something else to rattle his brain: Marybeth’s new identity had no tracks either.


  He pulled off the road and reached for his phone. Obviously, there was more to this case than anyone knew, and he was willing to bet that Steve Pike was holding all the cards. He looked up the number and felt a pinch in his stomach while dialing.


  “Yeah, Bannister, what’s up?” Pike said, already sounding as if he’d reached the lean end of his tolerance.


  Patrick cleared his throat. “I’m covering the Clark case, was wondering if we could meet for a quick—”


  “Don’t have time,” the detective shot back with a generous ration of attitude.


  “Then can I ask you a few questions right now?”


  “No time for that either.”


  Patrick knew the call was coming to a quick end. With nothing left to lose, he blurted out, “Are you aware that other than a driver’s license, there seem to be no records indicating that the woman who called herself Charlene Clark ever existed?”


  Pike hung up.


  And Patrick stared at his phone, nodding as if coming to an agreement with his thoughts. Pike knew—he had to. If he didn’t, he would have asked questions instead of hanging up as if his ass had just caught fire.


  He started his car, took off down the road.


  Who are you, Marybeth?


  “She was real,” he said to Bullet.


  The dog let out an unqualified bark.


  “Thanks, buddy,” Patrick said. “Nice to know someone believes me.”


  But I need more. I need proof.


  And then he remembered.


  The beach.


  Chapter Nine


  CHAPTER NINE


  He branded a path up La Jolla Village Drive, but the wheels in his mind were turning even faster. Bullet couldn’t have looked happier, head out the window, tongue hanging down, pure bliss on his face. The dog was so easy.


  Not Patrick. He was riding that reckless rollercoaster again, old memories bombshelling through him, now tarnished by time, circumstances, and events. With each mile that passed beneath his tires, his thoughts wheeled further into confusion.


  A sudden and wildly powerful urge to list needled at him, but Patrick did his best to beat it down, returning his focus to the road, reassuring himself that if he could just get there, he’d find relief, feel better.


  He took the sharp incline into the cove, and a few miles later, started searching for the Trade Winds Inn. Many years before, he and Marybeth had spent a long weekend there. It had been the defining moment in their relationship, and for that matter, in Patrick’s life. He had never known love before, although he’d been searching for it his whole life. Finding her had saved him.


  Or so he’d thought.


  He turned a corner directly into another memory. Suddenly, he was lying on the beach again, hot sun on his face, warm sand tickling the backs of his legs. The smell of suntan oil lifting on the breeze.


  And Marybeth beside him.


  They’d been enjoying themselves for hours. Melissa Etheridge was on the radio, belting “I’m the Only One” as if she were singing it especially for them. It was their song. He felt a soft, warm hand on his ribcage and looked up to find Marybeth’s devilish smile aimed right at him like a loaded weapon; it seemed dangerous, seductive, and he did not want to resist. She leaned over and pressed her lips against his skin, the exact spot where her hand had just been. Then she looked up at him.


  “Baby,” she said, still grinning, “do you have any idea how simply insane your body drives me?”


  He felt an awkward smile sweep across his face, knew he was probably blushing something awful. What in the world is this amazing, beautiful creature doing with me?


  Then he clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back, closing his eyes. He smiled some more, allowing himself this indulgence. Reveling in this moment.


  “You don’t, do you?” she said, the words rolling off her tongue like warmed honey. She smoothed her hand over his ribs and past his hip, eventually settling beneath the waistband of his bathing suit. Gently but firmly, she squeezed him.


  Patrick’s entire body quivered to life as if she were unlocking it for the first time. He sucked air through his clenched teeth, still caught up in the heightened sensation and with a trembling voice said, “Don’t what?”


  “Know it,” she said, once more pressing her cool lips against the warm, tanned skin on his ribcage, driving him deeper into his insanity. She looked up at him, and in her sweet smooth voice, said, “You really don’t know how hot you are.”


  He gazed into her liquid green eyes and melted, felt his energy surge, the blood filling his lower extremities. She swept a finger gently across his lips and whispered, “Patrick Bannister, I do believe I’m falling…” She kissed his lips. “Madly…” Kissed them again. “Desperately.” Another kiss. “Hopelessly.” And another. “In love with you.”


  The honking horns pulled him out of the reverie. Bullet barked. The light was green, and he was holding up traffic. Startled, he moved on, taking a deep breath, feeling the salty sea air cleanse away his bittersweet memories.


  The Spanish-style villas came into view: red tile roofs, stucco walls, all wrapped up neatly with white picket fences, all seated at the foot of the shoreline. He pulled into the main office and requested Cottage 14, the same one he and Marybeth had shared. To his relief, it was available.


  Patrick pushed the door open. Bullet ran ahead of him as he stepped inside. It hadn’t changed much: new furniture, new paint, but the memories remained, as real as the pictures on the walls, as the wood and mortar.


  Slowly, he moved toward the window, and with each step, could feel anxiety coursing through him.


  He reached for the curtains, pulled them back.


  And saw it.


  Barely visible beneath many layers of paint but still there. Patrick leaned in closer, studying it, running his fingers over the smooth grooves.


  He hadn’t imagined her.


  She was real.


  Chapter Ten


  CHAPTER TEN


  Patrick was already feeling restless as he sat in Dr. Ready’s waiting room, but the clamor coming from inside the office jerked his nerves tighter: glass breaking and an angry shriek. As he jumped to his feet, the door flung wide open, and out stomped the woman with the scar across her face, raging with fury. When her eyes met Patrick’s, she shot him a red-eyed, heated glare.


  He froze, watching her with caution.


  “The fuck are you looking at?” she said, her voice striking like an acid-dipped lash, her face besieged by pink, blotchy anger.


  Patrick held his hands up in surrender, carefully backing away. She stormed past him, slamming the waiting room door on her way out.


  Dr. Ready appeared in her office doorway, clearly shaken despite her best attempt to remain professional.


  “Are you okay?” Patrick asked, rushing toward her.


  “Yes. I’m fine,” she said, eyeing the exit door, speaking through a weary sigh. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”


  “What happened?”


  “She’s having a bad day. Come in, Patrick.”


  As soon as he stepped into the office, he spotted broken pieces of porcelain at the foot of her bookcase. He walked to the mess and crouched, examining the shattered fragments.


  “It’s okay, Patrick,” she said. “You really shouldn’t be touching anything sharp. I’ll get it later.”


  Lifting a piece with care, he held it to the light and frowned. “It looks like it was very beautiful.”


  “It went with that one.” She smiled sadly, pointing toward the shelf.


  Patrick saw the other figurine: a toddler struggling to walk, arms stretched out, face stricken with fear.


  “The broken one was his mother,” she said. “He was running to her… although, I suppose he’ll never find her now. It’s called ‘Learning to Love on Two Feet.’ ”


  Patrick laid the broken piece gently across his palm, running a finger back and forth over the smooth spot, as if trying to heal irreparable wounds. “She shouldn’t have done this. I’m so sorry.”


  “I’m sorry, too,” she said, motioning toward the couch. “Please. Have a seat, and let’s get started.”


  They sat. Dr. Ready observed him for a moment, then said, “You look much better today, Patrick.”


  He ran a hand through his hair, trailed it forward across his cheek. “I got a shave and a haircut.”


  “It does look great, but I was referring more to your demeanor. You seem happier, and your color’s returning. It’s nice to see.”


  He extended both arms, glancing at his tanned skin. “I’ve been staying at the beach. At the cottage.”


  “Which cottage is that?”


  “I thought I’d mentioned it to you before. Where Marybeth and I stayed that one weekend. During college.”


  “I see,” Dr. Ready said, raising her head, then lowering it into a single, contemplative nod. “And what made you decide to go there?”


  “Marybeth carved a message on the windowsill. I wanted to see if it was still there.”


  “What did it say?”


  He eased back into his seat, smiling as the memory took over. “ ‘I will love you forever.’ ”


  “It’s still there after all these years?”


  “Barely. They’ve painted over it a lot. I had to look hard, but I could still make it out.”


  “How did you feel seeing it?”


  “Wonderful.”


  She watched him for a moment with an imprecise, almost guarded expression, and then, “Patrick, I’m just wondering what made you decide to go there.”


  “I told you. To see the message.”


  “Yes, but why now?”


  “I don’t know.” His shrug felt evasive. “I guess maybe I needed to see that she was real.”


  “Had you doubted that?”


  “No… not really, but a lot of information isn’t adding up, and I…” He blew out a long breath, shook his head. “I don’t know… I just wanted to connect with her like that.”


  “Like how?”


  He looked down at his feet, felt his muscles tighten under her gaze. Softly, he said, “I just wanted to sort through some things.”


  “What things?”


  “You know… feelings.”


  “What were the feelings?”


  He looked away, shook his head.


  “Patrick?”


  He looked back at her.


  “What were the feelings?” she persisted.


  “I’m not really sure.”


  She kept silent, kept her eyes on him.


  “It was just…” He hesitated. “It was the first time in my life I ever felt like anyone cared about me.”


  Her face seemed to change: joy and sadness playing beneath professional neutrality. She said, “It must have been wonderful to finally feel that.”


  He nodded and frowned.


  “So why does it make you sad?”


  He shrugged.


  “Patrick, what were you hoping to find when you returned there?”


  “I just wanted to feel it again.”


  “Feel what?”


  “Loved.”


  Chapter Eleven


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  He woke the next morning to the sensation of hot air on his face. It sure as hell wasn’t the ocean breeze, so it had to be Bullet Breath. Patrick opened his eyes: suspicion confirmed. The dog was just inches from his face, panting, an eager expression telling him that staying in bed was no longer an option.


  Staying at the cottage, however, was, and Patrick had decided to take it. His physical connections to Marybeth had seemingly vanished, but this cottage still remained, the only tangible reminder left of his time with her. Records didn’t lie, but neither had his memories, and the inscription beneath the windowsill told Patrick all he needed to know. He would figure out the why in time, but for now, knowing what was would be enough.


  He tugged a T-shirt over his head and moved toward the window. He parted the drapes and gazed out. Blue-green swells leaped over one another like acrobatic tumblers. On the boardwalk, people walked or rode bikes. Others lingered, enjoying the view and the moment. Patrick lowered his focus to the windowsill. He smoothed a finger over the words as if he could somehow mend the broken wire and reconnect with Marybeth.


  In his mind’s eye, he could see her walking toward the cottage after her morning swim and looking positively stunning, her hair still wet, her face glowing from the sun. He remembered not being able to take his eyes off of her, mesmerized by her beauty. And her voice…


  “Hey, good-looking,” she shouted out to him, making her way up the path, flip-flops in one hand, damp towel in the other. When she reached the doorway, she threw her arms around him. He kissed her neck, savoring the smell and taste of her skin, a combination of her and salty water.


  She pulled back, gazed into his eyes, and smiled. “I think I’m in love.”


  Patrick grinned. “Hope he’s worth it.”


  Marybeth ran a hand up and down the inside of his arm, keeping her eyes fixed there. She pressed her lips against his bicep for a long moment, then looked up and winked at him. “Oh, I think he is.”


  A rush of warmth traveled through every part of his body. Even his toes tingled.


  She said, “What about you?”


  “What about me?”


  “Are you in love?”


  “I am.”


  Marybeth stretched her hands around the back of his neck, pulling him closer, whispering into his lips as she kissed them, “I’m so glad to hear it.”


  He turned from the window. She was gone, really gone. But thinking about Marybeth was like lighting a fire, and once he did, Patrick knew there was no way to put it out.


  Second chances, he thought. As far as the magazine was concerned, he’d blown his. No doubt about it. No big surprise. That was fine. He’d pay the price but wouldn’t let it stop him. He’d find another way to tell his story, to get himself in the running again. Even if National Monthly didn’t want it, surely someone else would. But first he needed to find the story.


  The newspaper article had said Lilliana DeFrancisco was Charlene Clark’s best friend. The two were supposed to have met for lunch the day after the Clarks disappeared. She could potentially be a wealth of information.


  Patrick coughed up thirty-five bucks and snagged her personal info through one of the basic online background searches. He also saw she was married to Chet DeFrancisco, a prominent malpractice attorney.


  He dialed her number several times, but it appeared she wasn’t taking calls: each went straight to voicemail. He left a message, then turned his attention to searching for a more clever way to track her down.


  He was almost surprised when the call came back about five minutes later—until he answered and found himself talking not to Lilliana, but to Chet the Attorney.


  “I’m afraid Lill’s declining all interviews at the moment,” Chet said briskly. It sounded like he’d been repeating the same phrase all day long.


  “How come?” Patrick said.


  “Because we feel it would be in the Clarks’ best interest at the moment. We don’t want to do anything to impede the investigation.”


  The words came out clearly, but all Patrick heard was the sound of feet shuffling to the cadence of a lawyerly sidestep. He’d been doing this far too long to put up with it. “Mrs. Clark is dead. I hardly think that talking about her will do her any harm at this point.”


  “We appreciate your concern, Mr. Bannister, but the answer’s still no.”


  “Mr. DeFrancisco, I’d like to hear that from your wife—”


  “If we change our minds, we’ll let you know.”


  Click.


  An attorney who refused to answer questions, Patrick thought. He didn’t run into those very often. Unfortunately for Chet, Patrick’s tolerance for them was minimal, even less so for overbearing husbands who stood in his way. If he’d learned anything during his years as a reporter, it was that people who declined interviews deserved closer scrutiny. Often their reasons were good, but sometimes they were red flags, and Chet the Attorney was waving his proudly at the front of the parade. Patrick had also learned never to take no for an answer; if a subject was still breathing, she was fair game.


  The couple lived near the top of Mount Soledad, in well-to-do La Jolla—in fact, after Rancho Santa Fe, probably some of the priciest real estate in town. Patrick grabbed his car keys off the counter.


  “I was in the neighborhood anyway,” he said, heading for the door. “Just thought I’d ambush you.”


  Chapter Twelve


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  While nowhere near as large or extravagant as the Clark compound, the DeFrancisco house was nothing to sneeze at. Beyond ample by most people’s standards, it sat high in the hills, with a killer view of the Pacific. Patrick shook his head at the obnoxious shrubs fronting the place, each trimmed into odd, blockish shapes, each perfectly symmetrical. He wondered why people felt compelled to force nature into acts of extreme abnormality, then he thought about Lilliana’s control-freak-of-a-husband, and decided that at least in this case, the shrubs actually made sense. The guy probably used a ruler to fold towels.


  He parked a few houses down. He adjusted his side-view mirror. He waited.


  And kept waiting.


  Several hours passed. Patrick glanced down at his watch for about the hundredth time and sighed. It was nearly noon. He conducted an inner debate, impatience telling him time wasn’t exactly a luxury, determination telling him that if he left now, he’d just have to return tomorrow.


  Determination won; he stayed put.


  About twenty minutes later, his investment paid off. The garage door swung up, and out came a red Mercedes SL63 Roadster. Patrick leaned in toward the mirror and saw a female driver. Unless the help had a sweet ride, this was Lilliana.


  The vehicle slid down the driveway and out onto the road. Patrick started his engine, gunned the pedal, and chased it down the hill, trying to keep some distance.


  But it wasn’t easy. Lilliana was quite the speed demon, and she liked taking corners on two wheels. Unfortunately, Patrick’s Jeep was hardly capable of doing the same; he tried his best to keep her in his line of sight, but she disappeared from view a few times. Once they hit a straightaway, however, he spotted her a few cars ahead, moving toward the freeway.


  He managed to catch up on the I-5, but keeping her in view presented a challenge. For the most part she stayed in the left lane, traveling in excess of 90 mph, and that was when she was going slow. Patrick figured the woman was either running late or just enjoyed racing at the speed of light.


  She continued on her fast track, merging onto the 52 connector, San Clemente Canyon becoming nothing more than a fleeting memory. On the 163, she tore up gravel, speeding through as if Armageddon were coming up her backside. Moments later, she hooked onto the Fashion Valley exit, turned in by the mall, and peeled into the parking lot. A huge banner draped across Nordstrom announced their half-yearly sale. Lilliana hitched her hot rod out front and strode toward the store. Apparently the woman had a shopping emergency.


  She was extremely attractive and much younger than he’d expected, probably in her late twenties. Slender and well dressed, she wore a beige skirt, high above the knee, six-inch heels that didn’t look cheap, and a sheer, lavender silk blouse. Platinum blonde hair, flat-ironed pin straight. Pouty, well-formed lips beneath a pair of huge Chanel sunglasses that looked like monster goggles.


  “Ms. DeFrancisco?” Patrick said from behind as she reached for the door.


  She spun around, pulled the gawks down. Gave him a slightly curious but mostly flat gaze.


  “I apologize for bothering you. My name is Patrick Bannister, and I work for National Monthly.” Just don’t ask my ex-boss.


  Her expression fell flatter, and her silence showed no signs of lifting. Patrick couldn’t tell if she was surprised, frightened, or just plain annoyed. He went with the latter.


  “I’d like to talk to you about Charlene Clark, if you have a moment.”


  “I don’t,” she shot back, then turned around and entered the store.


  Patrick followed.


  “Can I ask why?” he said, working to keep up with her. She moved as fast in her heels as she did in her dragster.


  “Because I don’t want to, that’s why. Now get lost, asshole, before I call security.” She quickened her pace, kept her focus forward. Apparently, losing him had taken precedence over shopping, because she bypassed Nordstrom and headed right for the mall.


  “Look,” he said, still trailing her, “I need to talk to you. It’s important.”


  Lilliana screwed her lips into a scowl, abruptly changed direction, and headed straight for the exit door.


  But he wasn’t about to let her go, not after he’d worked so hard to find her, and not when she might be holding on to information he needed. All at once, he lost his cool, gained some nerve, and something else took hold of him, something that felt like heartache and reckless desperation slamming together. “She’s dead! DEAD! Don’t you even give a damn?”


  Lilliana stopped in her tracks. She turned around. She wasn’t pleased. In fact, she was downright pissed. Patrick backed away a bit, fully aware he’d pushed the envelope but still managing to keep his gaze and mind steady.


  “Of course I give a damn!” she said, pushing the words out beneath a tightly curled upper lip. “Why the hell do you think I went to her goddamned house to check on her? And why do you think I then called the sheriff, you stupid twerp? Fuck you.” She spun on her heel and was off and running again.


  Patrick followed doggedly. “Nobody has to know you spoke to me, not even your husband if you don’t want. I can offer complete confidentiality.”


  “A scumbag hack like you has nothing to offer me. Now get the hell away!”


  He pulled to an abrupt halt. Now he was pissed. Name-calling rolled off his back—he was used to that after all these years—but insulting his work and his competence was crossing the line. He knew the filter was about to come off, his words slinging heedlessly. He let her have it.


  “Then let me offer you this, Ms. DeFrancisco. Your best friend’s body was dumped in Mexico like a pile of stinking refuse. Maybe shot up full of holes, maybe with her head bashed in, maybe even raped with her throat slashed. And you could help find out why, but apparently shopping for a pair of goddamned shoes means more to you!”


  She stopped but did not turn around, not at first—when she did, there was red-hot anger burning wildly in her eyes. Through a tense, cutting whisper, she said, “Get away from me. Now.”


  Patrick moved swiftly toward her. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to… It’s just that—”


  “Stop!” she said, aiming a palm at him. “Just. Stop.” Her mouth was trembling, tears and fury in her eyes. Message received: he’d gone too far. Damage done. Situation officially out of control. He was ashamed, and now all he wanted to do was make amends, but it was far too late for that.


  He tried anyway, taking in a deep breath, letting it out fast. “I apologize, Ms. DeFrancisco. I don’t know what got into—”


  She was already turned around, heading toward the exit.


  Patrick watched his best shot at finding out the truth storm through the door.


  Chapter Thirteen


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Patrick was squeezing the wheel so tightly that his fingertips turned red and numb. He loosened his grip, shook his head.


  He’d screwed up. Big time.


  His intensity was way off the map because he was nearing his emotional limit.


  Yeah, right, Mr. Head Up Your Ass. Who the hell are you kidding? You’re already there, have been for days.


  He’d let his anger push him over the line, the same ire that had sent him into a flying rage against Harold Freely. His actions hadn’t been as severe this time, but they came from the same place. He couldn’t even do his damned job anymore—the one part of his life that had still made sense, where he could maintain consistency and balance. He was losing everything. He was losing his mind.


  He drove toward the cottage, beating himself up the whole way. When he walked in, Bullet was fast asleep on the rug. Patrick wondered if the dog had woken up at all while he was away, wondered even more how he could sleep so much.


  He closed the door. Bullet snorted and opened his eyes.


  “Great watchdog,” Patrick remarked, heading for the kitchen. “I could have stolen half the place by now.”


  Bullet grumbled.


  “What’s the matter? Rough day?”


  The dog whimpered.


  “Yeah, well, join the club.”


  Bullet appeared inappropriately excited by the comment. He strutted toward Patrick, leaped up, threw him the Tongue Shot. Right in the face.


  The dog’s timing sucked.


  Actually, everything sucks. Just everything.


  The dog did his signature head-tilt.


  “Not your fault,” Patrick said, scratching behind the boy’s ear. “It’s mine. Bad daddy.”


  While Bullet gobbled down some food, Patrick sat on the patio watching rancorous swells curl toward the shoreline, hoping the sea air might untangle his scrambled mind. So far, it wasn’t working.


  A young couple strolled by. Patrick zeroed in on them and zeroed in on a memory.


  A lazy afternoon, their second day at the cottage.


  He and Marybeth walked along the boardwalk hand in hand, warm sunlight on their faces, hot concrete burning their bare feet. Patrick hardly noticed—he felt as if he were living in a dream. If there was in fact a thing called love, he was pretty damned sure he’d found it.


  Suddenly, she ran ahead of him and spun around. Slipping a camera from her pocket, she grinned and said, “I want to take your picture, right now! I want to remember this moment forever.”


  Patrick shielded his face with both hands. “I’m a mess.”


  “You are not!” she said. “You look hot. C’mon!”


  Patrick let his hands fall to his sides, rolling his eyes.


  “Lose the pouty face, handsome, and smile big for me.”


  She was about to take the picture—but suddenly her mouth dropped open, and the camera fell from her hands, hitting the concrete, popping into pieces.


  He rushed to her. “Baby, what’s the matter?”


  Marybeth looked like she was trying to talk, but nothing came out, her eyes rounded by fear, her gaze fixed behind him. He spun around but saw nothing.


  “Baby?”


  She turned and ran.


  “Marybeth, wait!” Patrick shouted and went after her. “What’s wrong?”


  She kept running, and Patrick chased her all the way to the cottage. Inside, he found her in a rattled frenzy, sobbing hysterically, and stuffing her belongings into her suitcase.


  “What happened?” he said, standing in the doorway. “What’s the matter?”


  “We’ve got to get out of here!” she said. “We’ve gotta leave, now!”


  “But what’s going on? What did you see back there?”


  When she didn’t answer, Patrick reached for her wrists and gently pulled her toward him. He looked directly into her eyes, and fear stared back—no, it was worse than that. It was terror.


  In the calmest, firmest voice he could find, he said, “Tell me what’s the matter.”


  She squeezed her eyes closed, shook her head.


  He tried again, a little firmer. “Baby, please. Tell me.”


  Then in an instant, her terror spun into rage. With surprising force, she shoved him hard, sending him sailing backwards. He landed with a crash onto the end table, and it collapsed beneath him. Patrick lay there for a moment, speechless and stunned, his back stinging with pain, the wind knocked from his lungs. Marybeth looked shocked as well, perspiration and hair stuck to her trembling face, breathing tortured and strained. Just minutes before, he’d been sure he was hopelessly in love with this woman. Now he wasn’t even sure who she was.


  Marybeth ran over and dropped down beside him, throwing her arms around his shoulders, sobbing. “Baby, promise you’ll never let anyone hurt me. Please, just promise me.”


  Patrick didn’t say anything—he was too stunned.


  Within minutes they were on the road and heading back toward campus. Marybeth sat frozen and dazed, eyes fixed ahead. Then, in a small, fractured voice she muttered, “Oh, Patrick… this world will break your heart.”


  He glanced at her. He wanted to know what she meant, but after seeing her reaction at the cottage, was afraid to ask.


  And just like that, their wonderful weekend was over.


  The next day, Marybeth fell into her typical pattern—as she often did after one of her frightening outbursts—becoming overly affectionate and somehow managing to erase everything that felt wrong for Patrick. It worked every time.


  Now, all these years later, he wondered if whomever she was running from that day had caught up with her again.


  More waves crashed into the shoreline, jarring Patrick from his thoughts.


  More questions without answers, he thought. More uncertainty.


  More of the same.


  Chapter Fourteen


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Patrick stared out the window in Dr. Ready’s office, his mind drifting deeper into waters of ambiguity, his expression marked by sadness.


  She watched and waited with patience.


  His voice seemed as far away as his gaze when he said, “It took me a while to come to terms with the shock. That she’d been alive all these years, and now…”


  “Now what, Patrick?”


  “Now come the feelings.”


  “What kind?”


  He let out a weighted sigh.


  “What feelings?” she said again.


  “It’s like losing her twice.”


  She settled into her chair. “Let’s go back to your feelings.”


  “I don’t know where they are anymore. I’ve lost them.”


  “They’re still there,” she said slowly and patiently. “They don’t go away—they just hide. Try to find them again.”


  He shook his head.


  “You can do this.” Her voice was quiet but uncompromising. “It’s important. Describe what you are feeling right at this moment.”


  “I’m just trying to figure out why she left me. I keep wondering whether she even loved me. If she—”


  “You’re focusing on facts,” she said, gently redirecting. “Go back to the feelings, Patrick.”


  He closed his eyes, took a quiet breath.


  She watched him in silent attention.


  He said, “I feel so lost… so abandoned.”


  “Good… anything else?”


  “Angry, but I don’t know if I have the right to be.”


  “You don’t need permission to feel something.”


  He looked toward the window again, biting his lower lip, struggling against his thoughts, and then, “I can’t do this… It’s too hard.”


  “Why is it hard?”


  “I don’t even know why she left me. Maybe it wasn’t her fault. Maybe someone took her… or made her do it.”


  “That could be, but it’s irrelevant. It doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to feel angry.”


  He considered her for a moment, looked down at jittery hands.


  She said, “You don’t have to place blame anywhere if you don’t want to right now, but it is important to focus in on how you feel. This is a difficult process for you, Patrick, something you never learned to do. Your fear takes you to the last place in the world you want to go, where you list your feelings instead of actually allowing yourself to experience them. It’s where your wires got crossed as a child. Now that you’re an adult, you can fix them.”


  “Fix them how?”


  “By taking this first step. By giving yourself permission to be angry with someone you love. This is where your emotions get tangled—it’s where you learned to disconnect. Let it flow. Allow them.”


  “But it doesn’t feel right.”


  “Nothing new ever does. You’re learning.”


  “It doesn’t make sense.”


  “Emotions don’t come from logic. They just come. And you can’t deal with them if you don’t know they’re there.”


  “I’m angry,” he said, nodding, as if coming into an agreement with himself.


  “Good.”


  “And I was lied to.”


  “Back to the feelings, Patrick. How does being lied to make you feel?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I think you do.”


  “I don’t know,” he repeated, shaking his head.


  She waited.


  A tear rolled down his cheek.


  “Allow it, Patrick.”


  He swiped at the tear, but like a bold act of defiance, another followed in its path.


  “Patrick… just say it. When you were lied to, how did it make you feel?”


  And then he said it. A scarce whisper in a cracked voice, but he said it.


  “Unloved.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Punishing sunlight shot through the window, striking Patrick in the face like an angry slap. His eyes snapped open, and he threw his arm up, squinting against the rays.


  And then his vision adjusted, and he saw the notebook on the nightstand, offering him comfort—the wrong kind. Seductive and powerful, like a junkie’s fix kit.


  And he needed it so badly.


  He wanted to grab the notebook. He wanted to write futile over and over until his fingers hurt, until he couldn’t write it any longer. He wanted the pain—needed it—to shake him from this numbness, this sense of helplessness that was taking him over again.


  He snatched the pen, snatched the notebook.


  Bullet barked.


  He looked at the dog. The dog was staring at him.


  “What?”


  Bullet barked again.


  “Quit it.”


  But as soon as Patrick’s attention returned to the pad, Bullet barked once more.


  “Knock it off!” Patrick said. “Can’t you see I’m trying to get my fix?”


  Bullet collapsed onto the floor, rested his head between his paws, and made the sad face.


  “Oh, hell,” Patrick said. He could never resist the sad face. He could also hear Dr. Ready explaining that his compulsion to list was his child’s mind stuffing away the emotions. He smiled at the dog. Once again, Bullet to the rescue. The boy was reminding him of this in his subtle Zen-Dog way.


  The doctor had told him to use physical activity as a positive coping tool, that it would help fix his screwed-up wiring and decrease his compulsion to list. He threw the pen and pad onto the dresser and said to Bullet, “Want to go for a run on the beach? Chase daddy’s demons away?”


  Bullet scrambled up and barked.


  God, he loved this dog.


  [image: Image]


  It was, in native terms, what many would call a beach day in Southern California: unblemished cobalt skies and temperatures climbing into the high seventies. Patrick drove a few miles down the coast toward Dog Beach, specially zoned for canines. Humans were allowed, too. No leash required. Bullet stared out the car window with an expression that Patrick could only intuit as pure joy, mouth open, eyes wide and darting in every direction. A warm breeze shifted across Patrick’s skin, managing to bring his tension down some—he hoped the beach might take care of the rest.


  On the way there, however, an unresolved thread got a hold of him, and his mind started clacking away. Marybeth’s death might not have been real, but the fire was, and so too was the body he saw that day. Someone had died in that building, so who was it?


  He dialed the Medical Examiner’s office.


  The guy in charge of records wasn’t available, so Patrick left a message. He wondered if anyone actually picked up their phones these days.


  At the beach, as soon as they got out of the car, Bullet darted ahead to join the other dogs at play—it didn’t take him very long to pair up with a chocolate Lab friend, and the two ran along the shoreline, sometimes side by side, sometimes chasing one another, splashing it up, and having what appeared to be the time of their lives.


  Patrick took in a satiating breath. A few years ago, this abused and beaten animal could trust no one; in fact, the dog had practically tried to kill him. Now he was the most loving friend Patrick had ever known. Such an amazing transformation, he thought, and such a privilege to have been a part of it. Anyone could rise from the ashes. There was always hope.


  But what if you’re the exception? the voice inside him said. Some kind of freak? What if there’s no hope for you?


  He told the voice to shut the hell up and focus on the dogs.


  A basset hound joined the fray, but couldn’t keep up with the larger dogs on his short legs. He found an English bulldog more his size and speed, and they waddled along the shimmering shoreline, their heads moving from side to side, seemingly contented.


  There’s someone for everyone, Patrick thought, smiling.


  Then the smile began to dim. Maybe not everyone.


  Bullet came to rescue him from his sinking thinking. He licked Patrick’s leg, then rested his head in Patrick’s lap. He rubbed behind the dog’s ears with a warm feeling in his heart. His urge to list was melting away, almost gone.


  Almost.


  “Come on, boy,” he said. “Let’s run.”


  He and Bullet took off down the beach. The farther they went, the more he could feel the grip of tension loosening, dissipating like a thin mist into the beach breeze. Soon he’d found his center again. He was back to himself, ready to rock and roll.


  After they finished, he picked up a morning paper and settled on a bench. Bullet was down for the count, tummy up, passed out cold in the hot sand.


  “Even fun has a price, huh, boy?” Patrick said, reaching down to rub the dog’s belly.


  Bullet snorted.


  As he was straightening up, Patrick noticed a shell sticking out of the sand. He reached over to grab it. He studied it, and once more, without warning, the memories invaded.


  Things continued to go up and down, and being with Marybeth was starting to feel like riding an upside-down rollercoaster. On the good days, it was simply mesmerizing. On the bad ones, it was simply horrible. Her moods could turn dark without a moment’s notice, and Patrick never knew what to expect.


  On this day, everything was better than good. They’d just finished taking midterms and decided to blow off some steam at the beach. A spectacular sunset was on the way, the horizon painted in purple, red, and a thousand shades between.


  Marybeth ran ahead of him. She knelt and picked up a shell. “It’s a conch,” she said, turning it over, examining it. “They’re my favorite. Supposed to be bad luck, but I never believed it. There’s no way something so beautiful could ever be bad.”


  Patrick watched her in wonder. With the fading amber sunlight playing across her face, he was sure he’d never seen anything so beautiful. At that very moment, he could no longer hold back. He pulled her close, pressed his lips to hers, and they kissed.


  Later that night Marybeth painted their initials inside the shell with nail polish. “Now it’s ours forever,” she said.


  Hopes for a lifetime of love, turned into a lifetime of pain. Patrick regarded the shell with sadness. Marybeth had been beautiful—no doubt about it—but now he wondered whether that beauty had blindsided him.


  He tossed the shell back into the sand and let the memory fade.


  He opened the paper, turning his mind to another heartache: the latest on the Clark case.


  Charlene Clark’s Body Dumped, Burned in TJ


  
    A source close to the Courier has confirmed that Charlene Clark’s body was found burning on a hillside in the Tijuana neighborhood of La Azucena during the early morning hours after she went missing. Authorities are still in the process of arranging to return her remains to the U.S.
  


  
    As of yet, Dr. Wesley Clark’s whereabouts are unknown, and no suspect has been officially named in the case.
  


  
    San Diego Sheriff’s Homicide Detective, Steve Pike, refused to comment on the investigation.
  


  The newspaper fell into his lap. He looked down at it but could only see one thing:


  Fire then, fire now.


  Patrick’s mind started spinning out, taking him into dangerous waters. He couldn’t help it. The parallel between past and present was hard to ignore. What if the first fire wasn’t an accident? What if it had been set by someone who knew about Marybeth’s fear and had tried to use it as a weapon to make her final moments on earth a living hell? What if she’d managed to survive and escape that fire, and now, after all these years on the run, she’d crossed paths with that someone again—and this time they’d covered their losses, making sure the job was done right? If that were true, then this fire wasn’t just about murder; it may very well have been an act of terror fueled by untamed rage.


  They would have succeeded too, because there was nothing in this world that terrified Marybeth more. Patrick knew that from firsthand experience: he’d gotten a real-time glimpse, the size and scope of which he’d never forget.


  It was their one-month anniversary, and for Patrick, a momentous occasion. His first girlfriend—his first love—had become everything to him.


  Up until now, he’d never experienced the joys of intimacy with anyone; he’d never even dreamed they could exist. Growing up with no father and a mother who detested him hadn’t left him much hope. Finding Marybeth felt like an act of divine intervention.


  He wanted to mark the occasion and make it memorable, because honestly, he wasn’t sure how long the joy would last; nothing good in his life ever seemed to, and Marybeth was better than good—she was amazing. He would savor every moment he could with this beautiful creature, for as long as he could.


  On the eve of their anniversary, Patrick snuck into Marybeth’s dorm room while she was at night class. He covered her bed in rose petals, and on her desktop placed a bouquet bursting with white lilies—her favorite. To top it off, he’d saved his money working at an off-campus convenience store and bought her a necklace—amethyst and aquamarine, their birthstones, set in sterling silver—and put it in a special box with a red ribbon. To set the mood, he placed white candles throughout her room, lighting them when he knew she’d be on her way back from class. He wanted the timing to be perfect.


  Patrick heard footsteps coming down the hall and rushed into her favorite chair. Nervously clenching the box in his hand, he imagined her look of surprise when she walked into the room and saw what he’d done.


  The knob turned. Patrick stood.


  Marybeth backed into the room, struggling with an armful of books as she pulled the door closed. She turned, and immediately everything dropped from her hands onto the floor. Her mouth opened slightly, and her vision locked on the candles.


  “Happy anniversary, baby!” Patrick said with a big smile, walking toward her, holding out the box.


  Marybeth didn’t speak or move, her expression frozen, tears welling. Then something changed: her eyes turned cold and dark, and her lips began to tremble, and Patrick knew it wasn’t joy he was seeing—it was something else.


  “Baby, what’s wrong?” he said.


  She didn’t answer. She was still staring at the candles, trapped in a daze.


  “Marybeth?”


  She swung her head toward him. Her hands began to shake, and in a slurred voice he barely recognized, she mumbled, “And death and hell were put into the Sea of Fire. This is the second death…”


  Patrick angled his head away slightly, holding his troubled gaze on her. “What?”


  Her expression changed again, as if seeing Patrick there for the first time, and through a high-pitched shriek, she yelled, “The Sea of Fire is hellfire!”


  Patrick was speechless.


  Marybeth let out the most piercing scream he’d ever heard. She threw her arms out hard, knocking him in the face. The box dropped from his hand as he stumbled back. She ran from the room and down the hall. Patrick went after her. By the time he reached the stairwell, he could already hear her outside in the courtyard, screaming, “Burning, burning, burning!”


  He found her standing on the ledge of the fountain, her eyes filled with a kind of terror Patrick was sure he’d never before seen. “I’m burning!” she shouted, frantically pulling off her clothes and throwing them into the water. “I’m burning! Help me!” Patrick tried to pull her from the fountain’s rim, but she elbowed him hard in the chest, sending him down onto his back. Then she hurled herself into the water.


  Patrick lay on the grass in horrified silence, his chest aching with both physical and heartfelt pain as Marybeth thrashed her naked body wildly in the pool of water through panicked sobs, moaning like some tortured animal.


  After a while, she settled into a dull, disconnected state, still in the water, wet hair clinging to her face. With knees drawn to her chest, arms wrapped tightly around them, she rocked herself, staring off into some faraway place. Patrick stepped into the water and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder; he could feel her whole body trembling as she gazed up at him in injured silence.


  After getting Marybeth back in her room and into bed, Patrick headed to his dorm.


  And wrote the word tangled over 150 times.


  The next day when he saw her, Marybeth acted as if nothing had happened. She wore the necklace he’d left on her dresser and gave no explanation for her outburst, but he knew what was wrong—he just didn’t know why or where it came from. Patrick later looked up the words she’d spoken, hoping for some kind of explanation. The phrase was a verse from the Bible in Basic English: Revelation 20:14.


  It meant the incorrigible would be thrown to the fire and burned.


  Patrick stared out at the water, shaking his head, once more remembering the despair he felt that night. Back then it seemed like a cruel fluke that she’d died in a fire. Now it felt like something more.


  The Sea of Fire. This is the second death…


  Two fires. Two deaths. The connection was chilling.


  And the implications were worse, because now Patrick recognized that Marybeth could have been in some kind of trouble, and that trouble might have found its way back, this time ending her life.


  That realization, though hard to take, also seemed to give Patrick a measure of comfort, because he now knew that Marybeth might not have ever wanted to leave him—she might have had no other choice. A matter of survival. And that brought relief, followed by more sadness, because before he could save her, she was gone again. He never had a chance.


  His cell rang. A number he didn’t recognize.


  “Mr. Bannister?”


  “This is.”


  “Dave Wesson from the Medical Examiner’s.” Wesson cleared his throat. “I’m looking at the records for the dates you requested. I’ve got nothing.”


  “What do you mean, nothing?”


  “I mean, there were no victims in that fire.”


  “That can’t be,” Patrick said. “You sure you’re looking at the right information?”


  “Yeah, it’s right here on my screen. Checked our records, double-checked the fire inspector’s report. No fatalities.”


  “But I was there. I saw the body myself when they pulled it out of the building.”


  “Mr. Bannister, I don’t know what you saw, but it couldn’t have been a body because there was none.”


  Patrick nervously ran a hand across his face. “Could the records be mixed up? How about a death nearby? Anywhere near the campus?”


  More keyboard clicks. “No to all the above.”


  “What about at a nearby hospital?”


  “No burn victims, that’s for sure.”


  Patrick sighed. “Thanks, Dave. I appreciate the callback… and the info.”


  “You bet.”


  Before he could put his phone away, it rang again. Another number he didn’t recognize. Maybe it was the body calling.


  Get a grip, Patrick, he thought, and answered the call.


  “Mr. Bannister,” a measured female voice said. “It’s Lilliana DeFrancisco.”


  Not a body, but almost as good. She was the last person on earth he expected to hear from.


  “Hi, Lilliana, how—”


  “I’ll talk to you,” she interjected, with a sense of urgency he hadn’t heard when they’d last met.


  “Okay…” Patrick said, still unsure whether he was hearing her right… or for that matter, why he was hearing her at all. “When and where?”


  “Any place my husband won’t find out about.”


  “Ocean Beach Pier in about an hour?”


  “Fine,” she said, and hung up.


  Patrick stared at his phone again, an odd combination of anticipation and caution fluttering through him. What in the world had changed her mind?


  Chapter Sixteen


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Unlike other San Diego coastal communities, Ocean Beach could at times cast unflattering vibes: hip, but not in a chic or trendy way—more of a funky bohemian affect. The outlying neighborhood was lined with old-style cottages and beach bungalows, some in good shape, some in downward stages of disrepair, some just downward. The commercial side was just as eclectic, with a peculiar combination of mom-and-pop stores, head shops, and organic produce stands. The inhabitants were equally diverse, a commingling of yuppies, surfers, and an occasional tourist or three. If Lilliana wanted anonymity from her high-society La Jolla crowd, as well as from her control-freak husband, this was the place that could assure it.


  After pulling into the parking lot, Patrick reached for his notebook, then thought better of it. As skittish as Lilliana had been about talking to him, he decided it would be best to leave the notebook behind. He shoved it under the passenger seat.


  But when he arrived at the pier, she wasn’t there.


  He walked along it just in case she was waiting, but after going up one side, then down the other, Patrick found himself empty-handed. After thirty minutes, it seemed obvious: he’d been stood up.


  More than a little irritated, he checked his phone for messages but found nothing. He dialed her number; it went to voicemail. He headed back toward the parking lot.


  When he got to his car, the glove compartment was hanging wide open, the contents strewn on the floor. The sight gave him an initial jolt, but after sifting through the pile, it seemed nothing was missing. Just for good measure, he scanned the parking lot but noticed nothing suspicious or unusual there, either. Car break-ins at the beach weren’t exactly uncommon, especially at this one, and since Patrick had left the flap open on his Jeep, he decided he’d likely just become the victim of a random prowler. Unfortunately for them, the crime was a bust. He had nothing of value to take.


  Patrick put everything back into the glove compartment. He turned the ignition, and turned his mind to the matter at hand: the beautiful blonde with the attitude who had just stood him up for a meeting she had initiated. As Patrick pulled from the lot, he wondered what she was up to, and whether this had been a childish attempt at retaliation for his bad behavior at the mall.


  Or maybe something else.


  He glanced at the glove box again, and suspicion kicked in. Now he wasn’t just thinking he’d been stood up—he wondered if he’d been set up so Lilliana could rummage through his car while he waited for her.


  Patrick felt a sharp nudge of deep emotional unrest that he couldn’t ignore. At the light, he glanced over his shoulder to check the back seat for anything unusual or out of place. After finding everything in order, he swung his head toward the front passenger seat, then down toward the floor beneath.


  His heart jumped, and his throat turned dry.


  His notebook was gone.


  A horn honked. The light had changed again. Patrick jammed the gas pedal. At the next intersection, he leaned sideways and frantically swept his hand beneath the seat, hoping maybe the notebook had slid there. The horns went off again, and Patrick shot straight up.


  “Hey, asshole!” the guy behind him shouted. “Either piss or get off the pot! You’re holding up traffic!”


  Patrick shot the guy a nasty look, then pulled to the side of the road and jumped from the car to run around to the passenger side. He heard tires squealing and a horn blare as a car narrowly missed clipping his door—the one he’d inadvertently left wide open, tipping out onto the road. This wasn’t good. He darted into the street to slam his door shut.


  On the passenger side now, he dropped to his knees and reached deep beneath the seat. Nothing. Sweat crawled down his neck—actually, it poured—as he reached deeper, swept wider, in a last-ditch effort to be sure he wasn’t missing anything.


  The notebook still wasn’t there.


  He trudged back to the driver’s side, got in, and stared vacantly out at the road, wondering why someone would want his notebook. There was nothing in the damned thing other than some random thoughts about the Clark case—and his lists.


  Once more, Lilliana invaded his thoughts. It had to be her. Nobody else knew he was coming to the pier in the first place.


  He started the car and raced down the road, a slow burning anger brewing in his belly.


  Chapter Seventeen


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Patrick stepped off the elevator in Dr. Ready’s building. He rounded a corner, and nearly ran right into the angry woman with the scar—the one who liked breaking things.


  They both stopped abruptly. Their eyes met.


  She didn’t say anything; neither did he. It was awkward and odd. He couldn’t interpret her expression: lacking but not empty, and definitely with some sort of intent behind it—something riding a thin line between angry and hostile. One thing, however, was certain; the color of the day was black. Black jacket, black pants, black boots. Even the fingernails were coated in black. Patrick couldn’t help but note how well the bleak, monochromatic ensemble matched her aura.


  He moved out of her way. She didn’t budge an inch, maintaining her stare, maintaining her defensive posture, as if demanding an apology.


  Patrick cleared his throat and said, “Excuse me.”


  The stare morphed into a scowl.


  “I didn’t see you coming,” he tried again.


  The eyes were shooting daggers.


  He sidestepped her and continued down the hallway.


  She really is quite lovely, he thought.
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  “I’d like to talk a little more about Marybeth, if we could,” Dr. Ready said, settling back and bringing her hands together.


  Patrick broke from her eye contact, shifted restlessly on the couch. “What do you want to know?”


  “We’ve spoken about the effect she’s having on you now, but let’s go further than that, shall we?”


  He nodded.


  “Do you remember how it felt when you first met?”


  “It was my freshman year of college,” Patrick said, gazing into his lap, scratching his temple, “but I’m not really sure if met is the right word. It was more like she happened to me.”


  “Really…”


  “Kind of like a fender bender. Actually, more like a knockout punch.”


  The doctor smiled.


  “That’s how she was,” he said. “This heavenly disaster in a pink shiny wrapper.”


  “Why do you describe her that way?”


  “Because on the outside she was so amazingly beautiful, but on the inside… it was very different.”


  “Different how?”


  “She could be… dark, intense at times. I never understood where it came from.”


  “When you say dark and intense, what do you mean?”


  “Don’t know if I can explain it.”


  She shrugged. “Anxious? Depressed? Vindictive or angry, even?”


  “Anxious and depressed and sometimes angry.”


  “How often would you see her this way?”


  “I don’t really know… It never lasted, and I never knew which Marybeth I was going to get, the good or the bad.”


  Her words lingered from one to the next. “So her moods seemed unpredictable…”


  “Yeah. Except even during the times when she was good, I still had this underlying feeling she really wasn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Like she was broken in places that could never be mended. Sometimes, during our quietest moments, I swore I could almost hear it—or maybe I felt it.”


  “Felt what?”


  “Like there was never really peace—more an unnerving silence.”


  “Did she ever talk to you about it?”


  He shook his head.


  “And you had no opinions about why she was this way?”


  He shook his head again. “No… not really.”


  She narrowed her focus on him. “Not really, or not at all?”


  He smoothed a hand along his forearm, glancing around the room. “Well, I know she had a bad family life. Maybe it came from there. But that wasn’t anything unusual—not to me, anyway. I mean, I wasn’t exactly in a position to judge her for it.”


  “So neither of you ever spoke about your difficult upbringings.”


  “No.” He shook his head rapidly. “We stayed away from that.”


  “How come?”


  “Because. We were in love. It was an amazing time. Why bring all our baggage in and ruin it?”


  “Got it,” she said, nodding. “But you stayed with her. Despite the fact she seemed so moody and unpredictable.”


  “She was beautiful,” he said. “I couldn’t resist her.”


  Dr. Ready arched a brow. “That’s a lot of power.”


  “It was a lot of beauty.”


  “Did it ever make you uncomfortable?”


  “ ‘Truths and roses have thorns about them.’ ”


  She grinned. “Interesting analogy.”


  “Thoreau.”


  She persisted. “But I’m still wondering what made you stay despite the discomfort.”


  “I guess… maybe on an intellectual level, I could see the danger, but on a deeper level…”


  “You accepted it?”


  “Right.”


  “But you’ve told me before you were never much of a risk taker.”


  “I’m not.”


  “But in this case, you were.”


  He lifted one shoulder. “I guess sometimes desire can be stronger than fear, you know?”


  Dr. Ready nodded, but she was searching his eyes.


  Patrick thought about it some more, then added, “But there’s a price you pay for sticking your head in the tiger’s mouth.”


  “So why did you?” She was gentle but implacable, and Patrick suddenly felt trapped.


  He sat in long silence, fighting to speak. At last, he said, “I guess maybe because before Marybeth, people treated me like I was invisible.”


  “Like Camilla did.”


  He nodded.


  “So it felt good,” she confirmed, “to feel like Marybeth valued you.”


  He smiled. “It was amazing.”


  “You felt loved.”


  “I did.”


  “And then she left you.”


  He felt a jet of anger. “We don’t really know that. We don’t know the circumstances yet.”


  “True,” she said neutrally. “Let me rephrase: she was suddenly gone from your life, and as a result, you were left feeling alone.”


  “Yeah…”


  “And what effect did that have on you?”


  He stared down at his empty hands.


  “To finally experience love,” she continued, “and then for it to disappear so fast like that. Do you remember those feelings?”


  He found himself rubbing his hands together.


  “Patrick?”


  Quietly, he said, “It felt awful.”


  “How did you deal with those feelings?”


  “I guess not very well.”


  “I’m wondering, Patrick, if you ever allowed yourself to feel that pain, to experience it fully.”


  He took his attention away from her and across the room, as if probing for answers. When he turned back, his eyes were moist. “I… I don’t think I want to talk about her anymore. Would you mind if… Is it okay if we stop now?”


  “Of course,” Dr. Ready said.
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  On his way down, the elevator stopped on the eighth floor. When the doors opened, Patrick’s stomach curled into a knot—it was her again, the emotional vampire, holding an empty plastic container in one hand.


  What the hell? She live down in the boiler room or something?


  Her expression did not welcome—in fact, it looked more like a result of intestinal discomfort. She stepped inside, grudgingly.


  The doors slid together slowly; the elevator moved even more so—or maybe it just felt that way. They kept their attention fixed to the floor indicator. Without turning his head, Patrick snuck a glance at her hand.


  “It’s a piss cup,” she said, not looking at him either.


  “Try not to throw that one,” he offered, his smile loaded with sarcasm.


  She lavished him with an incensed expression before returning her attention to the floor indicator. It was just a joke, but clearly she wasn’t feeling it.


  The quiet continued.


  His gaze drifted toward the hair. Interesting color, he thought. Not quite blonde, more bleached and tortured into white submission. Not quite a mullet either, but there was definitely a party going on up top. Not a lick of makeup, no detectable perfume, but she did smell of cheap soap. At least she bathed. In their small, confined space, it was a relief. The woman was interesting in a frightening, freakish way. The kind of person he might intentionally cross the street to avoid but then glance at over his shoulder for a second look.


  God, this elevator’s moving slow, he thought, staring up at the panel, tapping his foot impatiently. Get me the hell out of here before she robs me… or knifes me.


  Then he found himself staring at her again.


  She turned and caught him this time and shot him a surly look.


  His eyes darted away.


  Two more floors until we reach the lobby. Thank God for that, he thought, splitting his attention between her and the panel.


  The elevator made a gentle bump as it touched ground level, and the doors parted. He was about to exit when she stepped directly in front of him, blocking his path. On her way out, she snarled, “Yeah, I’m not too fucking impressed with you, either.”


  “Wait,” he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


  “Save it,” she said, not bothering to look back at him.


  And she was gone.


  Chapter Eighteen


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  A crescent of golden morning sunlight glimmered from the place where skyline and sea joined hands. Patrick felt his tension climbing too, the compulsion to list rushing to the surface. He knew he had two choices: give in, again becoming a mindless slave to his obsession, or chase the evil serpent away. He went for the latter, deciding to head for the beach. Bullet was onboard with the plan: his tail flapped a joyful beat against the doorframe as soon as Patrick’s hand touched the leash.


  And as soon as his running shoes hit the soft sand, Patrick knew he’d made the right choice. Gentle waves whispered into the wind—no words, just a soothing cadence that carried Patrick forward and away from the dark recesses of his mind. Bullet seemed to be feeling the moment as well, his legs moving in perfect rhythm with Patrick’s.


  Back at the cottage, Patrick repeatedly dialed Lilliana’s number but got her voicemail each time. No surprise. She was definitely avoiding. But he knew where to find her.
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  He parked in his usual spot, aimed his side-view mirror at the house, and waited.


  About a half hour later, a black Lamborghini slipped from the garage and down the driveway. Patrick looked into his mirror with interest: a guy, most likely Chet. The car disappeared in a flash. Nice ride; with malpractice suits on the rise, Patrick wasn’t surprised. He continued on with his Lill-Watch. Since she had no job that he was aware of—other than Mall Fashion Patrol—Patrick knew it might take a bit longer.


  And it did.


  Two more hours passed with no sign of her. Lunchtime was fast approaching, and Patrick was getting hungry; in spite of that, he couldn’t risk grabbing a bite and losing her. It would mean doing this all over again tomorrow, and he was definitely not cool with that. So he kept his mind amused by counting the Mercedes-Benzes as they passed by. So far, he’d seen ten.


  At 1:13, Patrick heard a mechanical noise. Feeling a jolt of excitement, he looked into his mirror, then felt his eagerness wane.


  It was the next-door neighbor heading out in—he rolled his eyes—another Mercedes.


  Eleven.


  Patrick took a ribcage-expanding breath and let it out. He yawned. He was now moving from hungry to hungry-and-fed-up. Still, he kept waiting.


  About twenty minutes later, the garage door opened, and out came the red Roadster. Patrick cranked the ignition, guessing that he was in for a repeat round of Chasing Lilliana.


  She flew up the I-5, then onto Highway 8, and Patrick kept losing her as she darted in and out of the fast lane, passing people who were already speeding. He caught up to her as she slipped off onto the Mission Center Road exit and made a hairpin into the mall parking lot.


  Another traipse through the mall, he thought. At least they’d already broken the ice. Sort of.


  Lilliana made a beeline for the Saks Fifth Avenue entrance. She didn’t even notice Patrick beside her until he tapped her shoulder. The Manolo Blahniks fell out of rhythm and skipped a few beats on the asphalt.


  “You don’t look happy to see me,” he said.


  “Jesus.” She put a hand to her chest. “You scared the shit out of me!”


  “Yeah, well, you gave me a bit of a run yourself.”


  “Look. I’m sorry about the beach. I got—”


  “My notebook? Yeah. I kind of figured that out.”


  “Your what?”


  “Want to tell me why you lifted it from my Jeep?”


  She squinted an eye, shook her head. “I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about.” There went the sailor mouth on full deployment.


  “You broke into my car while I was waiting for you at the pier.”


  The Blahniks trundled a few tiny steps back. The eyes grew wide. “I didn’t do anything of the sort.”


  “Look, lady, I’m in no mood for games. Why’d you do it?”


  “The only thing I did was not show up. I don’t know anything about your goddamned notebook.”


  “And you expect me to believe that?”


  She threw her hands up and held them there, eyes so big, the whites gleamed beneath her heavy mascara. “Why the hell would I lie?”


  Patrick studied her expression; it looked genuine—genuinely miffed. He hesitated. “You seriously weren’t there…”


  “No. I seriously wasn’t, and I sure as hell wouldn’t go rummaging through your sorry-assed car. I’ve got better things to do with my time.”


  “I see that,” he said, waving a hand toward the mall.


  She caught the sarcasm, gave him the stink eye.


  Patrick realized he had this all wrong. Lilliana might have been full of piss and vinegar, but she didn’t feel like a liar. He crossed his arms, considered her some more. “So why did you blow me off?”


  “I got scared. I backed out.”


  “Then who took my stuff?”


  “Do I look like a damned clairvoyant?”


  She wasn’t off the hook yet. “I still need to talk to you.”


  Lilliana started walking, browsing the stores with apparent interest, but Patrick didn’t think she registered anything in the window displays.


  He kept up beside her and said, “I get that your husband’s a control freak, but it doesn’t change the fact that your best friend’s been murdered. Which is more important to you?”


  She stopped and crossed her arms. Did the lip-curl. “Do not pull that shit with me again. I swear, I’ll rip your balls off.”


  “That’s a hazard of the job. Come on, talk to me.”


  She started walking again, gaze ahead, lips pressed hard into a glossy, magenta slash.


  Patrick knew he was pushing his luck, but he’d had enough of this cat and mouse game. He was tired of chasing her, tired of begging. He stepped out in front, blocking her from going any farther.


  “What the hell are you doing?” she said.


  He reached into his back pocket. He pulled out his wallet and yanked the photograph from it. Held it up.


  Lilliana took one look, and her jaw plunged.


  “This isn’t just another news story,” he said, his voice determined and stern. “Do you understand? It’s personal.”


  Lilliana stepped closer, alternating her glance between Patrick and the picture.


  “Please,” he said. “Can you just help me?”


  She said nothing.


  Patrick waited, his gaze expectant.


  She paused a beat, then blew out an exasperated breath and said, “Follow me.”
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  Lilliana led him to a table partially shielded by faux palm trees at the far end of the food court. Patrick grabbed two cups of coffee while she sat nervously and busily examining her nails and her surroundings.


  After he returned and settled, she wrapped a hand firmly around her cup, gave him a long, icy stare, then said, “Why didn’t you tell me up front that you knew Charlene?”


  Patrick watched a woman pass, then looked back at Lilliana. “I really am a reporter, and I really am doing a story about what happened.”


  “You’re not answering my question.”


  “I was getting to it.”


  She leaned into her seat, crossed her arms. Waited.


  “I was afraid it would create a conflict of interest.”


  She barely nodded at the comment.


  “Look,” he said, “I know this isn’t conventional. I know it might not even be right, but I loved her… I loved her more than anything, and I have to find out what happened.”


  “When,” she said. It was a demand, not a question.


  “In college.”


  “For how long?”


  “Long enough to know I was in love with her and that the feeling was mutual.”


  “Then why did it end?”


  “It was complicated.”


  “Isn’t it always?” But her tone of voice changed, as if for the first time, she was relating instead of resisting. She studied him and thought some more. “Okay, but I need to lay down some rules.”


  “Fair enough,” he agreed.


  “Nobody finds out I spoke to you. Nobody.” She glanced vigilantly around the food court. “Especially my husband. Got that?”


  “I do.”


  “Because if he does, I’m in deep shit, and you’ll be even deeper.”


  “What’s his problem, anyway?”


  “Wesley was a client.”


  “What does that have to do with it?”


  “Nothing as far as I’m concerned. That’s why I called you after the mall.” She took a sip of coffee. “You’re right, Charlene comes first, but he’s put me in a position where I have to choose between him and her, and I don’t like it.”


  “In what capacity did he represent Wesley?”


  She sipped again. “Some malpractice suit a few years ago. That’s how we all met.”


  “You don’t know what the case was about?”


  “I never pay attention to that shit. The job’s like a mistress whore to him. I have to compete for his time enough as it is…” Her voice trailed off, her gaze shifting toward two women entering the food court. “Shit.”


  Patrick observed. “You know them?”


  “Yeah. Come on,” she said, abruptly standing. “Let’s walk. The last thing I need is to have to explain to them—or my husband—why I was with some young, good-looking guy. And in this case, the truth would actually be worse. We can go out to my car. Nobody’ll see us there.”
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  It was hot in the car, and Lilliana’s perfume was strong. He lowered the windows and let in the smell of heated tarmac.


  “I have to ask you, Ms. DeFrancisco. Do you have any idea what might have happened to the Clarks?”


  Lilliana dropped her gaze, began busily working her fingers against one another, as if kneading imaginary dough. “I think he killed her.”


  Patrick watched her for a lengthy moment, then said, “Do you have anything to back that up?”


  She stopped kneading, looked out her window. “All I know for sure is that Char was in a world of hurt. She’d just moved out to Las Brisas… or I should say, ran out.”


  “Why?”


  “Because she was scared to death of him. She thought he was going to kill her if she didn’t get away.”


  “Details?”


  “I didn’t get many. She was gone before I could. All I know is that things were heating up between them. He’d been making life hell, tormenting and threatening her on a daily basis, and the more he did it, the more frightened and unstable Char seemed to get. He was wearing her down. She’d call me, frantic and rambling, sometimes not even making any sense.”


  “Did you tell the cops this?”


  “I did.” She seemed to be thinking on something. “Then there was the incident with his office.”


  Patrick furrowed his brows into a question.


  “At the compound. He kept it locked, spent a lot of time there. Alone.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Supposedly research, but he was super protective of it, wouldn’t let anyone in, not even Charlene.”


  “So what does that have to do with her murder?”


  “After Char moved to Las Brisas, she started talking a lot about how she wanted to see what he was really doing there. I think she was hoping to dig up dirt so she could get out of the marriage. For good.”


  “Do you know if she ever found anything?”


  A car drove by. She watched it with mild interest, shook her head. “I don’t, but I keep wondering, what if she broke in? And what if it ended up being the last thing she ever did?”


  She was giving him lots of food for thought, but it seemed more like conjecture. He needed something concrete. “Did you actually see anything to support her claims? Did you ever see Wesley acting strangely?”


  She gave him a sober look, then laughed mildly. “That almost seems like a rhetorical question. Let me put it this way: there was nothing good about that relationship—nothing at all. It wasn’t about love. It was about something else. Something really warped.”


  “In what way?”


  “The way he controlled her. The way he’d never let her out of his sight. She was more like his prisoner than his wife.”


  “How did he control her?”


  “How didn’t he control her, is more like it. Sometimes we’d be on the phone and hear a strange sound and realize he was listening in. So we’d stop talking, and then he’d hang up—just like that. No attempt to even try to hide his eavesdropping. Didn’t care. It was like he wanted Char to know he was monitoring her.”


  “Like he was messing with her mind,” Patrick ventured.


  “It was constant, and it was really scary. I remember once we were having lunch on a restaurant patio. I looked up, and there he was, no more than fifteen feet away. Again, no attempt to hide his spying. He just stood there with his hands in his pockets, giving us this unsettling look. Charlene turned around, and as soon as she did, he casually strolled out of the restaurant. It was so creepy.”


  “Do you know if he ever got physically abusive with her?”


  She didn’t answer. She just gave Patrick a long look.


  “Is that a yes?”


  She nodded gravely. “She would never tell me, but I saw things.”


  “Like what?”


  “One time we were shopping, and we were running late, and she was all sorts of freaked out about getting home on time, worried that Wesley would be furious. Without thinking, she pulled the sleeve of her sweater up to check the time.” Lilliana shook her head rapidly with closed eyes, and her voice wavered. “I swear, the bruises on her wrist. They were fresh. They were just horrible.”


  “Did you ask her about them?”


  She nodded with regret. “Gave me some story. It didn’t even make sense. But that was Charlene for you.”


  Patrick couldn’t help but feel the sting of inner unrest—not for Charlene Clark, but for Marybeth Redmond—wondering once more what kind of mess she’d gotten herself into, and why. The thought mutated externally into a question. “What was she doing with a guy like that in the first place? Was it the money?”


  “If it was, that’s one hell of a price to pay for financial security. I honestly don’t know. Maybe it was love in the beginning, but by the time I met her, it just wasn’t happening. She loathed him, and even more, was scared to death of him.”


  “And you never figured out why he was so obsessed with controlling her?”


  “At first I thought maybe he was just insecure. You know… afraid she’d stray. I mean, she was so beautiful, and he was so… well…” She flashed the icky smile. “And that would have made sense, except in fact it didn’t.”


  “Because?”


  “Because men who cheat aren’t usually concerned if their wives do.”


  Patrick lifted a brow.


  “Jocelyn Fairchild,” she said.


  “The doctor he owns the center with?”


  “Yeah, but trust me. Those two were swapping a helluva lot more than test tubes.”


  “Any proof?”


  “Word was, one of the employees walked in on them while they were getting it on in his office, but Char had her suspicions long before that. Anyway, take it from me. Fairchild is serious trouble. I’d watch her if I were you.”


  “Any particular reason? Besides the alleged affair, I mean.”


  “She’s the kind of person who’ll smile right in your face, but watch the hands—they move fast, and if you’re not careful, they’ll rip the lungs right out of your chest.”
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  Not exactly a ringing endorsement for Jocelyn Fairchild, but the word on Wesley Clark seemed even worse. Still unclear was how Wesley fit in with the homicide investigation. Charlene Clark’s body had already been found, but her husband’s was unaccounted for, and nobody knew whether he was dead or alive. But after hearing about Wesley’s alleged marital infidelities, there was still one body that Patrick definitely wanted to see—the one that was alive and running the center.
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  Clark-Fairchild sat on a westward-facing bluff in Del Mar overlooking the ocean, a prime slice of real estate. The building itself looked more like a posh rehab facility than a cancer treatment center. Ivory steps flowed like silken ribbon to a modern three-story structure of white concrete and slick, mirrored glass. A refined and masterfully elegant sculpture stood out front, tall and proud: part phallic, part bronze, and part that-must-have-cost-a-bundle. It seemed Clark’s excesses didn’t end at home.


  Inside, the orgy of superfluity raged on with Italian marble floors so shiny they looked like coral-colored ice. Water tumbled playfully down a colorful glass fountain that hugged the reception area. Overhead, a clear elevator cube swept its way to the top floor where it kissed a beautiful glass-domed ceiling, then made a graceful, earthward decent.


  Patrick felt ill.


  He decided to poke around a bit before hunting down Fairchild, unless someone challenged him.


  But nobody did: things were hopping here, the staff far too busy dealing with their abundance of patients. Patrick breezed past the consulting rooms, ten in all, each occupied by a frightened-looking patient and an unctuous-looking doctor. Just as he passed, two rooms emptied out, only to have more potential patients fill the spots. Pricey cancer cures seemed to be a hot commodity. He wondered where all the people came from. Treatment at a center this swanky, and in this part of town, couldn’t be cheap.


  He turned his head and saw trouble coming down the chute: a security guard heading his way with an expression that was not at all warm and fuzzy. Big dude with a shaved, egg-shaped head atop a cinderblock neck. Pants yanked halfway to his chest, a likely attempt to hide the expanding girth that didn’t want to play nicely.


  Trying to think fast on his feet, Patrick rushed to the guard and with the most distraught voice and expression he could manage, said, “Excuse me. I can’t find my wife. Can you tell me where the cafeteria is? I’m supposed to meet her there.” He capped the performance with an Oscar-caliber frown.


  The guard relaxed a millimeter, pointed toward the opposite side of the building, and said, “Down that hallway, second door on the left.”


  “Thanks so much,” Patrick replied, still working the bad theatrics. “She told me it was on this side, but she’s really shaken up after her diagnosis. I’m sure she got confused.”


  Guard bought that one, too.


  It wasn’t the most clever ploy he’d ever used to save-ass, but the guard’s reaction was a good indication that the place was mindful of intruders—especially ones who liked to snoop. Patrick knew he might end up with his can kicked to the curb if the guard caught up with him again. Now he just needed to figure out where to find Jocelyn Fairchild. He headed for the receptionist’s counter, where a nameplate informed him the woman sitting behind it was Samantha. She greeted him with a spirited smile.


  He tried the wife routine again.


  “Would you like me to page her?” Samantha asked.


  “Oh, no. Absolutely not. That would be a bad idea.” Patrick frowned. “She’s very upset about her diagnosis.”


  Samantha frowned back, nodding.


  “But I was just wondering,” he continued. “She mentioned she was supposed to see Dr. Fairchild, I think?”


  “Oh, yes,” Samantha said. “The doctor is in consultations this afternoon. I could call her if you’d like. What’s your wife’s name?”


  “Quack,” Patrick said.


  Samantha looked confused.


  “Sheila Quack,” he confirmed, nodding.


  Confusion turned to reason—or something like it—and the smile blossomed again.


  “But no need to bother the doctor,” Patrick said. “I’m sure she’s with my wife as we speak. I’ll just go on over and wait for her. Can you tell me where they might be?”


  “Certainly.” She pointed to the hallway Patrick had just left. “Right down there. I believe I saw Dr. Fairchild in Room 3?”


  “Room 3,” Patrick repeated, with a quick, affirmative nod. “Thank you so very much.”


  “My pleasure, Mr. Quack,” Samantha replied.


  He walked back toward the consultation area. In the waiting room, he thumbed through a magazine, keeping one eye on Room 3. A few moments later, Security Stooge came strolling by again, observing Patrick with renewed interest.


  “I finally found her. She’s in there now,” Patrick said, pointing toward the room. The stooge seemed satisfied—although, a smile was apparently still not an option—and went on his way.


  About five minutes later, the door to Room 3 opened, and a woman emerged sobbing, tattered tissue clenched in one hand. A man, probably her husband, guided her out with a comforting hand on her shoulder. Then a guy wearing a white medical coat exited the room briskly.


  Unless Dr. Fairchild had recently undergone sex-reassignment surgery, Patrick was pretty sure the dude in the coat wasn’t her.


  He edged his way toward the room and peered inside: empty. As he turned around, he saw the Security Stooge coming his way again. Patrick darted back to the seating area, grabbed a pamphlet off the table, and pretended to be fully engrossed in Tips and Advice for Breastfeeding Mothers. The guard turned up the hallway, and Patrick decided this was becoming a royal waste of time. Frustrated, he headed toward the lobby.


  Halfway down the hall, a door swung open, smacking him in the knee, and narrowly missing his face. “Oh, my! I’m so sorry!” a woman’s voice said.


  Patrick rubbed his leg, and then looked up into the face of Dr. Jocelyn Fairchild.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, touching an appeasing hand to his shoulder.


  “I think so,” he replied, enjoying the perfection of kismet. He delivered a grimace, followed by an impressive groan.


  “Please,” she said, running the hand lightly down his back. “Let’s get you to a seat and take a look at that knee. I’m a doctor.”


  Yes, he knew.


  She was also a babe, Patrick decided as she sat beside him to check his knee. In her late thirties, she looked like she’d been keeping up on the Pilates. Her crisp white medical coat stopped just short of firm, muscular calves, like two shapely bowling pins. Upstairs, the party was rocking, too: slender waist, firm breasts, well-defined cheekbones covered by silky smooth skin. Wesley Clark had outstanding taste in women—too bad the reverse was true for them. Rich bastard.


  “There appears to be some minor swelling,” she said. “I’m really very sorry. Can I get you something, maybe? A beverage?”


  “Actually,” he said, forcing an ironic laugh. “It’s kind of funny this happened. I was hoping to meet you.”


  Her posture stiffened, her head shifting a side notch away from him.


  “My name is Patrick Bannister, and I’m a reporter for National Monthly.” He really needed to stop saying that. Although really, he hadn’t exactly been fired, just placed on Hate and Ignore. No pink slip yet. He was good. He continued, “I’m doing a story about the Clarks. Would you mind talking to me?”


  She pushed a flawlessly highlighted tress behind each ear, her head slightly lowered, mouth slightly ajar. Patrick had seen all this before: Awkward Avoidance on the horizon.


  “Dr. Fairchild?” he said.


  She glanced at her watch, gave a mechanical smile. “You know, as much as I’d love to, I really don’t have time. I have patients to see.” The tone wasn’t tense—not just yet—but it seemed to ride the undercurrent. Awkward Avoidance had officially landed.


  “It won’t take but a few minutes,” he offered.


  “Really, I’m sorry, I’d love to…” she said, but her head was shaking no.


  “Dr. Fairchild,” he persisted, “I’m trying to help find out what happened to your business partner.”


  “I’ve already spoken to the investigators. I think we should leave it up to them to figure it out. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She spun and headed fast down the hall like a speed walker in open-toe slingbacks.


  He called out, “Dr. Fairchild, a ‘no comment’ from you in my story won’t serve your image well.”


  Not bothering to turn around, she said, “I’m a doctor. My image—and my priority—is helping my patients.”


  Patrick ran up and jogged alongside her. He said, “I’m just wondering, because there’s been talk of marital problems between the Clarks.”


  She walked faster.


  “Even rumors of a possible affair.”


  Her expression hardened. She kept moving and said, “I know nothing about any of that.”


  “I’d think you would.”


  She offered him a fleeting glare, kept walking.


  “Because,” Patrick said, “the rumor is he was having it with you.”


  Fairchild body-slammed an invisible wall. She turned to look at Patrick. The smile had gone south, replaced now with the most venomous glare Patrick had ever seen. As she spoke, her lips moved, but the rest of her face was stone, her words framed with razor precision: “You really do not want to fuck with me, Mr. Bannister. I promise, if you do, I’ll make sure the most sincere wish of your lifetime is that you’d never set eyes on me.”


  Patrick felt the sharp chill of her words, and then a firm hand clutching each of his shoulders. He turned his head and found Security Stooge behind him, who didn’t appear happy, either.


  “Mr. Bannister is leaving,” Fairchild said, the heat of her glare intensifying. It wasn’t just a statement—it was a direct order. “Please be sure he finds his way to the door.”
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  Patrick pulled out of the parking lot, shaking his head. He’d been thrown out of lousier places, and this one had been a privilege. The building was beautiful, but Patrick’s instincts told him something ugly was going on in there.


  And he knew something else: a story was starting to emerge, one with more kinks than a roll of razor wire and just as many barbs. Lilliana could sling nasty with the best of them, but Jocelyn Fairchild had made it look like a game of Sunday croquet. And as smart as the woman was, she sure hadn’t acted that way; in fact, losing her cool only made her look worse. Patrick didn’t need more confirmation on the affair: Fairchild’s eyes had said it all. The only question now was whether she’d had a hand in Charlene Clark’s murder.


  Marybeth’s murder.


  Patrick took a deep, despondent breath and kept driving.


  He turned his thoughts to National Monthly and Julia. This story was getting more interesting at every turn, and Patrick knew he could cover it better than anyone; the only problem was getting the chance.


  On impulse, he snatched his phone, punched the autodial, and immediately got Julia’s voicemail. He stayed on the line anyway, hoping for one final shot.


  “Look,” he said after the beep, “I know you don’t want to talk to me anymore, and I know I screwed up. I totally get that, but at least listen to me. Please. I’m working something big here—it’s huge—and I’ve been covering it since it started. I’ve made connections with the major players, and I can seriously nail this, and I know I can make things right by you… if you’ll just let me.”


  He went on, explaining the whole story, how it had every element the magazine craved, and that it was sure to be a winner.


  “Julia,” he continued, “I’ve been through some rough stuff this past year. I know that’s not your problem but… I’m doing great now… really, I am. Please, just give me one more chance.” He stopped. He could hear the raw need in his voice. It was embarrassing. “I’m rambling. I’m sorry.”


  Patrick hung up, feeling like he’d done more harm than good. Feeling once again humiliated.


  Once again defeated.
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  “How do you feel today, Patrick?”


  He thought about it. He wasn’t sure—not at first—but as he focused in, he realized he felt, “Lost.”


  Dr. Ready crossed her legs and leaned slightly forward, questioning him with an attentive, compassionate gaze.


  “And lonely,” he added. “So very lonely…”


  Her eyebrows drew together, and she nodded with concern. “Tell me what’s happening.”


  He looked out through the window, shaking his head. “It’s been this way for so long.” The words were out, but the pitiful truth lingered deep and weighty inside his chest.


  She nodded. “Can you remember any time when you didn’t feel that way?”


  “I’ve caught glimpses, but they were so fleeting, almost like they were dealt to me by mistake, and then someone pulled them away after they realized.”


  “Why do you feel you don’t deserve to be loved?”


  “I didn’t say I don’t deserve it.”


  She raised a brow.


  His smile was weak. He shrugged. “People kept their distance.” He paused and thought. “They wouldn’t let me in.”


  “Could it be possible it was actually the other way around?”


  He tilted his head.


  “I’m just wondering if because of the way Camilla treated you, maybe you became fearful, making a choice to keep yourself at a distance from others. As a result, your interpretation became distorted.”


  He thought about that—he’d never even considered it.


  “Tell me. What was it like when you first realized you could be loved? Do you remember?”


  The memory was like a splinter of light in smothering darkness. His gaze went distant, his mind traveling deep into the past. Suddenly, he was there again with Marybeth. “We were sitting under a giant willow. It was on campus, right by a road. She had her head in my lap…”


  The doctor nodded, encouraging him to continue.


  “I was running my fingers through her hair. Cars were flying by, but we barely noticed. So peaceful…”


  “What was?”


  “The feeling. Everything. Us. Suddenly, at that very moment, it was like the world made sense. We made sense. Nothing else mattered.”


  “It must have felt wonderful.”


  He gazed toward his lap, and he could almost see Marybeth lying there, smiling. “She looked into my eyes—I mean, deep, like no one had ever done before. She touched my face and said, ‘I love you, Patrick. I love you so much because you are kind, and you are good.’ ”


  He could feel the doctor watching him in momentary silence. Her voice was soft and gentle when she said, “What was it like for you to hear that?”


  He looked up at her, his vision clouded over by the memory. His voice was faint, his words faltering. “Nobody had ever said that to me… that they loved me. It was the first time I knew it was possible. I didn’t even know what love was.”


  “Because love was never made available to you, Patrick, but you knew what it was. We all do.”


  Her words struck hard. He turned his head, as if trying to turn from his pain, but it was still there, still staring him in the face. “Why?”


  “Why what?”


  “Why did Camilla do that to me? Why couldn’t she just love me?”


  “Because, Patrick, she didn’t know how.”


  He felt that sink in. “She hid it from me.”


  “She didn’t just hide it. She fought like hell to make sure you never knew it existed. She was terrified of love, and she made you afraid of it, too.”


  The sadness in that truth took hold of him, a grip so tight he could barely breathe. Through a soft, trembling voice, eyes welling with tears, he said, “She had no right. It was so wrong.”


  “She was supposed to love you, Patrick. That was her job, but instead she destroyed your faith in it.”


  He gazed into the doctor’s eyes, saw his own sadness reflected in them, then looked away because he couldn’t endure it any longer. Shaking his head, speaking in soft disgust, he said, “She did a great job.”


  “But you’re not broken, Patrick. You’re badly hurt, but you can love. You deserve love.”


  A tear rolled down his cheek.


  “What? Tell me.”


  “I don’t know what I feel…”


  “Confused?”


  He closed his eyes tightly. “God, yes. And…”


  “And what?”


  “And… and angry,” he said, with a vehemence that surprised him.


  “Good,” she said.


  “It doesn’t feel good. It feels horrible.”


  She leaned in toward him. “That’s because you’re finally letting it in—you were never able to because she wouldn’t let you.”


  The truth in those words sliced to the deepest part of him. He wrapped his arms around his waist and began rocking himself, as if by doing so he could rock away the pain.


  “Patrick, just feel it.”


  “I can’t,” he said through heavy breaths and clenched teeth.


  “You can.” Her voice became louder. “Take control. Take the power away from everyone who has ever hurt you before. Take the feelings back, Patrick. Accept them and then let them go. Once and for all.”


  “THEY MADE ME FUCKING ANGRY! OKAY? IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT ME TO SAY?”


  Then he leaned forward, dropped his face into his hands, and wept like he never had before. The pain had found a way out—a pain so powerful that it was literally squeezing the air from his lungs. A pain that had been hiding deep within him for years, marinating in him. Destroying him.


  After a time, he looked up at her, tears dripping from his nose, and through a weak, trembling voice said, “I was just a kid.”


  “I know.”


  “It wasn’t my fault.”


  “It was not.”


  She handed him a tissue. He took several deep breaths, wiping his face.


  Watching him, she said, “Patrick, don’t let Camilla’s legacy be a life unfulfilled, a life without the one thing you want most, to love and to be loved. Don’t give her that power. She doesn’t deserve it. Neither does anyone else.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  The city wound its way toward dusk, the last hint of daylight just a gleaming sliver between two looming buildings. On its heels, nightfall drifted over sleepy city streets like soft spun silk. An ending, silent and steady, but also a beginning. Life’s shadows hiding beneath the cover of darkness.


  Patrick moved three blocks down the street to the parking garage, barely aware of his surroundings. He was locked in his own haze, still reeling from the therapy session. It didn’t feel good to let his feelings out, didn’t feel good at all. There was no relief, just more sadness. And pain.


  As he opened the car door, Patrick felt something brush up against his back, but before he could turn around, an arm wrapped around his neck, squeezing hard. He fought for air, eyes broad with panic, fright torpedoing through him.


  The attacker slammed him against the rear door of the car, the sheer force knocking the wind from him, and in the next moment he was yanked straight back. Patrick’s knees turned limp and his head spun. He would have crumpled to the ground but with the assailant’s arm curled so tightly around his neck, he remained suspended like a hanged rag doll. Desperation gave Patrick a shot of adrenaline; he tried to jerk free of the hold, but all he got was the attacker’s grimy sleeve in his face, stinking of grease and filth. The arm toughened its hold, squeezing Patrick’s windpipe until he couldn’t even choke anymore. His skin felt thick, his eyes bulging from his head, as the assailant pulled Patrick’s head back with one hand and brought the other around.


  Oh, God no.


  A box cutter, coming right for his neck.


  “Please, no! Don’t cut me!” Patrick gasped. “I’m a bleeder. Please!”


  The attacker heaved Patrick up and threw him through the open driver’s door, slamming him facedown into the upholstery with a knee in the small of Patrick’s back.


  “You can have whatever you want!” Patrick pleaded into the seat cushion, his words muffled. “Just don’t cut me!”


  The attacker drove his knee down harder. Pain shot through the center of Patrick’s back, an instantaneous moan escaping his lips as he heard his cartilage cracking. Next, he felt the box cutter’s cold steel handle pressed against his neck while the assailant rummaged through Patrick’s back pocket.


  “Five fucking dollars?” the thug screamed, his voice angry and strained. He grabbed Patrick by his hair, pulled his head back as far as it would go, drawing the blade against the front of his neck.


  Patrick could do nothing but pant in terror.


  The voice said, “You better have more shit stashed away somewhere, motherfucker, ’cause I’m about to carve a smiley face clear across your neck. I mean it! Give me the fuckin’ money!”


  “Okay!” Patrick said, the word coming out thick and husky through tortured breaths. “Okay. Just take the blade off my neck. Please!”


  “The money, NOW, asshole!” his attacker screamed, louder, angrier.


  “Under the seat!” Patrick said. “I’ve got another wallet under the seat. There’s more money there, okay? Take it! Take whatever you want!”


  There was no wallet.


  “Get it for me! But if you try something stupid, you’re a dead man. Got it?”


  Patrick gave a quick, submissive nod. The hold on him loosened fractionally. Very carefully, Patrick reached under the seat. He wrapped his fingers around the screwdriver there.


  One shot to save your life. Make it count.


  He tightened his grip and with all the force he had left, twisted around fast and nailed the point of the screwdriver right into the guy’s eye.


  The thug let out an agonizing wail, throwing his hands up over his face, blood trickling between them. Patrick shoved him, and the attacker stumbled, falling onto his back. Knowing he only had moments to spare, Patrick turned and ran toward the car where he scrambled to find his cell phone.


  Seconds later, he felt fingers digging into both sides of his neck. Then he was down on the pavement himself, looking up into the face of his assailant, a hideous wreck with ratty, frizzed-out hair and pockmarked skin. One eye dripped blood; the other blazed with a wild maniacal look that scared the daylight out of Patrick.


  The attacker put the box cutter blade just inches from Patrick’s neck and through gritted teeth said, “Now you die, motherfucker!”


  One small cut was all it would take. Patrick felt his body go limp and boneless. He squeezed his eyes shut.


  And heard a thunk.


  He opened his eyes just in time to see the attacker fall off to one side and a dark silhouette looming above him: the woman with the scar. She stood over the assailant holding a tire iron above her head with both hands, ready to strike again.


  “Quick!” she shouted to Patrick, keeping her eyes keenly drawn on the thug. “Call someone!”


  Patrick scrambled toward the car and found his phone. After dialing 9-1-1, he heard behind him the sound of metal clanking on the ground, and scuffling. He wheeled around… and couldn’t believe his eyes. The guy had her down on the ground, the tire iron out of reach as they struggled.


  Patrick dropped his phone, lunged for the tire iron, and whacked it across the back of the man’s head. The guy went down on top of the woman. She didn’t move.


  Then Patrick saw the blood, lots of it, streaming across the pavement. Her blood.


  Oh, no… Oh, God… NO!


  A squad car peeled into the parking lot, and as soon as the officer got out, Patrick shouted to him, “Quick! Call an ambulance! She’s hurt! She’s hurt badly! Please!”


  Within minutes, the lot was a messy sea of flashing blue and red lights and a gathering crowd of curious onlookers. For Patrick, it all played out in a blur. Paramedics checked his injuries. A patrol officer took his statement, then left Patrick alone on the ground, leaning against his car tire, too shaken up to stand or to even process what was happening.


  He looked up to see another officer coming his way.


  “How’re you doing there, partner? Feeling okay?” the cop asked, kneeling and placing a hand on Patrick’s shoulder. He was tall and slender, his salt-and-pepper hair cut military style. Nametag read, SERGEANT JIM WELLBORN.


  Patrick offered him a barren stare, nodding, although he’d already nearly forgotten the question.


  “You don’t look so good,” Wellborn said. “I know you refused treatment when the paramedics asked, but with your risk for—”


  “He just roughed me up but didn’t hurt me. I’ll be fine,” Patrick said abruptly. “What about the woman?”


  “Took her to University Medical.”


  “Is she…?”


  The cop gave him a sober expression. “Don’t know, but from what the paramedics said, it looks like the perp slammed her head pretty hard into the pavement a few times.”


  Patrick slumped. “Will she make it?”


  “Sir, I’m not a doctor.”


  Patrick swallowed. “Okay, do you have her name?”


  “Sir, we don’t usually—”


  “Please!” Patrick said, his volume rising, fighting for control over it. “She saved my life! I need her name before it’s too late!”


  The officer considered Patrick for a moment, then looked both ways as if to be sure nobody was watching or listening. He drew a notebook from his pocket, flipped it open. “Her name is Tristan Reynolds, but you didn’t get that from me.”


  About twenty seconds later, Patrick was speeding down the road toward University Medical Center.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  He broke through the ER entrance like a fugitive train, skidding to a halt in the busy waiting room. A woman dashed past him with an unconscious boy in her arms, tears streaming down her face, screaming in Spanish for someone to help her. In a corner chair, a man groaned loudly, his arms slung firmly around his abdomen, trying to soothe away his pain.


  Patrick headed straight for the front desk.


  “I’m here to see Tristan Reynolds,” he said in a pleading, windless voice.


  The nurse behind the counter said, “Your relation to the patient?”


  “I’m her… brother.” The lie slipped between his lips so easily, it almost sounded true.


  “Your name?”


  “Patrick… Patrick Bannister.” There was no way to prove he wasn’t her brother, but they could ask for an ID.


  She punched some keys, gazing at her screen, then looked up at him and said, “Please have a seat. I’ll need to see if she’s able to have visitors.”


  “But I need to see her now!”


  “The nurse will be with you shortly,” she said again, this time more curtly. “Now please, have a seat.”


  He threw his hands up, then spun in frustration; as he did, he noticed a security guard in the corner watching him with wary eyes.


  Patrick did as he’d been told and settled in a chair.


  About ten minutes later, a nurse came through the doors that separated the waiting area from the exam rooms. She looked like she’d been through the wringer, her face tired, her uniform smeared with traces of what might have been blood, might have been God-knows-what. “Patrick Bannister?” she said, looking around the lobby.


  Patrick leaped from his seat and rushed to meet her. “How’s she doing?”


  The nurse’s nametag read Lauren Spofford. She gave an exhausted sigh and said, “Your sister has suffered a significant brain injury. A subdural hematoma.”


  Patrick shook his head.


  “It means that blood is filling the area around her brain. She’s just gone into surgery. They’re working to relieve the pressure before her brain is damaged.”


  “But she’ll be okay?”


  She shook her head. “We don’t know that yet. I’m sorry. You’ll need to go to the OR waiting room. The doctor will talk to you once your sister’s out of surgery.”


  “Please…” Patrick said helplessly.


  She studied him with apprehension for a moment, and then glanced behind him. “Does she have any other family?”


  Patrick realized he was in dangerous territory. He didn’t know what to say except, “I’ll call everyone who needs to know.”


  “You might want to tell them to get here as quickly as possible,” she said.


  “But is she going to make it?”


  “The OR lobby is on the second floor,” was all she offered.


  He was already beating a path to the elevator.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Patrick checked his watch again. He stared at the waiting room wall. He squirmed in his chair.


  Tristan was still in surgery, fighting for life, and quite possibly losing the battle. Minutes felt like hours, and with each that passed, fear escalated and hope faded.


  If all that weren’t enough, the events of the day were now catching up with him.


  His grueling therapy session.


  The attack.


  The fear.


  The exhaustion.


  All of it was buzz sawing its way into his bones, his mind-chatter reaching fever pitch. He told himself to remain calm, but it was like telling a goldfish to take a walk.


  So he sat. And he waited.


  Finally, the surgeon came out.


  “She’s in recovery,” he said, removing his glasses with one hand, massaging his eyes with the other. “But unfortunately, we’re a long way from good news. Right now, her primary threat is potential brain swelling. We’ve done everything we can. We’ll just have to wait now, see what happens. The next forty-eight hours are going to be crucial.”


  “Can I see her?”


  The doctor shook his head. “Not yet, I’m afraid, not until she’s at least out of recovery and more stable, and that could be several hours. This might be a good time to go home and get some rest. It’s likely you won’t get to see her until morning.”


  “No,” Patrick said, shaking his head with obstinate defiance. “I’m not going anywhere. Not until I can see her.” He marched to his seat and settled in. With arms crossed, gaze fixed forward, he said, “Let me know when I can get in.”


  The doctor watched him for a moment, shaking his head, then headed back into the surgery unit.


  And Patrick went on waiting.
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  But the waiting seemed endless, Patrick’s concern for Bullet’s well-being weighing heavily on his mind. In the middle of the night, worry overrode tenacity. He rushed to the cottage so he could feed the boy and let him out, then hurried back to the hospital.


  The next morning, he awoke in his seat at the ICU waiting area to a high-pitched squeal and the pong of starchy, overcooked food. He shot his head up just in time to see a meal cart rolling past the waiting room. Even so, it took a moment to remember where he was: still in the World of Hurt.


  Hurt that was not only firmly lodged in his mind, but now working its way through his body as well. His neck was stiff, and his back ached something awful. The utilitarian chair wasn’t helping any.


  On the emotional side, things seemed less tangible but in some ways worse. He was still trying to process the attack, not to mention the startling truth that he’d almost died at the hands of a crazed lunatic with a blade. Patrick had spent his life running from sharp objects, and now one had come within inches of doing him in.


  The door opened, offering temporary reprieve from his thoughts, but as soon as Patrick saw the look on the nurse’s face, he knew she wasn’t coming to deliver great news.


  “Mr. Bannister, my name is Regina. I’m a nurse in the ICU.”


  “How is she?”


  “I’m afraid your sister’s still in critical condition. We have her on life support.”


  Patrick let out a troubled sigh and said, “What about the brain swelling?”


  “So far there is none. It’s a good sign.”


  He looked at the ICU entrance, then back at her. “I really want to see her. Can’t you please help me?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, and seemed to mean it. “Unfortunately, the doctor hasn’t determined if she’s able to tolerate any sort of activity without a dangerous increase in the pressure inside her head, so we can’t allow visitors until he gives the okay.”


  “But I need to…” He stopped himself, hearing the naked helplessness in his voice.


  She watched him silently for a moment, and then, “Tell you what. I’ll see if I can get a better idea on her status, maybe move things along a little quicker, okay?”


  Patrick nodded. He’d take whatever help he could get. Time was at a premium, and minutes could make the difference between being able to see her and missing his chance.


  Regina left. Patrick collapsed into his chair and continued waiting. And thinking.


  About Tristan Reynolds, who had become as much a mystery as the events that had led her to him. She’d saved his life and was now about to lose hers. So unfair, he thought. So damned unfair. He shouldn’t even be alive right now.


  Then another brand of guilt slipped between the folds of his consciousness and into the open: guilt over treating Tristan so poorly. He’d apologized, but she wouldn’t hear it—she wouldn’t, because it was way too little and far too late. A half-baked, half-assed gesture with a banality rating of ten.


  Why didn’t you just tell her to have a nice day, jackass? It would have been about as meaningless.


  He should have tried harder—no, he should have acted like a feeling human. She had a scar running across her face, for heaven’s sake, and had obviously been through rough times. He should have been more sensitive. Instead of showing compassion, he simply wrote her off and pushed her aside. Judged her instead of trying to understand her.


  Were you too stupid, too blind, or too damned selfish?


  Maybe all three.


  He moved down to the next unfixable problem on the list, potentially the biggest—one he knew could very soon bite him in the ass.


  Her brother? What in God’s name was I thinking?


  At first, amid all the confusion and chaos, his lie seemed defensible, but now with the dust settling, it felt like utter stupidity. He was incredulous that nobody had questioned him further, and luckily no relatives had surfaced yet—but if any did, how would he explain himself?


  He thought about calling Dr. Ready. She’d know if Tristan had family or friends, and if so, their whereabouts.


  Bad idea. Ridiculous idea. He wasn’t ready to discuss the attack or have her ask probing questions about his feelings. He had no idea how he felt. Too many damned thoughts rolling around in his head, too much pressure building. Too much everything. He decided instead to phone the doctor when he figured she would be with a patient, leaving only a vague message about what had happened, that Tristan had been taken to the hospital, and that he needed to cancel his next few appointments. “I just need some time,” he told her voicemail.


  Patrick folded his body over, chest to knees, hands locked behind his head. He couldn’t do this. He felt so…


  Helpless.


  The word blazed through his mind like dry lightning.


  He sat straight up, this time saying it out loud.


  “Helpless.”


  But saying it wasn’t nearly enough. He wanted to write it, hundreds—maybe thousands—of times. He craved the word like he’d never craved one before, and he craved a place to scribble it as well.


  Sloppily.


  Repetitively.


  Obsessively.


  Good Lord, how can you be so goddamned selfish?


  He straightened his back as if the act could unbend his twisted hunger, take away the menacing urge that refused to leave him alone.


  This isn’t about you. You wouldn’t even be breathing right now if it weren’t for that life hanging in limbo in the other room.


  Guilt settled the score, pushing his compulsion into remission.


  He kept waiting.
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  At the end of her shift, Regina came out to update him. “Nothing has changed so far,” she said. As Patrick frowned, she added, “But that’s actually not bad news. Her condition hasn’t worsened, either. She’s critical but stable.” Then she smiled. “And I’ve got better news.”


  He perked.


  “Doctor said you can see her now.”
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  They moved down a vacant hallway, the walls feeling oddly close, the ceilings oddly low. “You can visit every hour for twenty minutes, on the hour,” she said as they turned a corner. “If you want to stay in the ICU waiting room during the off times, you can. No cell phones permitted inside. No live plants or cut flowers, either.”


  Going from the waiting room to the ICU was like dropping into another world—one with beeping monitors, flittering lights, and an assaultive, medicinal smell that hung heavy on the air. The contrast caught Patrick off guard, but he fought the accompanying feelings away, trying to stay focused and prepare himself for what lay ahead.


  “This is Candy,” Regina said when they reached the nurses’ station. “She runs the show. Whatever she says goes. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s time to get home.”


  “Regina, thank you,” he said.


  She waved it off with a hand, flashing one of those expressions that people who selflessly do good often give, then went on her way.


  “Let’s get you over to see your sister,” Candy said with a smile.


  Patrick straightened his posture, trying to pull himself together, and then followed.


  They entered the room. A mass of tubes curled their way over Tristan’s body like wandering tree roots, with even more taped to her mouth, nose, and arms. A ventilator was doing her breathing, each hiss forcing air into her lungs: mechanical support for a body too weak and damaged to do it alone. In the background, a heart monitor kept an unsettling, punchy rhythm, staccato beeps announcing with precision and clarity that a life was hanging by a thread—one that could break any minute.


  Patrick stopped a few feet from the bed and drew in a deep, weary breath, settling his gaze on her, trying to keep it together.


  You can do this. What she went through for you is much worse.


  He stepped to the side of the bed.


  Standing over her now, he could see with staggering certainty just how severe her injuries were, head and face badly swollen, wrapped in bandages—ones that could barely keep the damage in check, let alone the blood from seeping out. Her eyes were taped shut and a bolt protruded from the top of her head, wrapped in dressing, tubes snaking out on each side. Candy had explained that the bolt was inserted to monitor the brain swelling. Patrick took it all in, sadly shaking his head, the weight of this moment heavy in his chest. In her current state she looked so broken, like a delicate teacup shattered to pieces, then haphazardly taped together again, everything oddly out of kilter, in utter disharmony. Destroyed, much like the figurine she had smashed in Dr. Ready’s office.


  So fragile. Our lives are so ridiculously fragile. We move about in this world feeling as though we’re invincible, hard as nails, not knowing just how vulnerable we really are. Like walking, breathing eggshells. Then we cross the wrong person’s path, and in a blink of the eye reality shows us with horrifying detail just how delicate we are, how easily we can be broken open.


  If not for her courageousness, he would be the one lying here, barely hanging onto life. Then came a sobering realization: there would have been nobody to stand by his bedside, nobody to worry about him. Oddly enough, that truth, while cold and harsh, felt like a connection with Tristan.


  He smiled.


  Not in his wildest dreams could he ever have imagined he’d end up feeling anything for this woman, and yet he did, and in that moment, Patrick knew he wasn’t going anywhere. He would be here for as long as she needed him. He didn’t care if he had to sit in this room for a month—longer, even. He would see this through no matter what. If she didn’t make it, he would be here. And if by some miracle she woke up, he would be here for that as well. Live or die, she would do neither alone.


  He placed a gentle hand on top of hers, tilting his head to see her better.


  Who are you?


  He studied the scar running across her face, for the first time getting a good look at it.


  Who did this to you? A jealous ex-boyfriend? An abusive parent? Some heartless stranger looking for a place to vent his twisted anger?


  “I’m sorry.”


  The words came from behind. He spun around to find Candy standing there.


  “I’m afraid your time is up,” she said softly. “You’ll have to go now.”


  He nodded, then turned toward Tristan again, leaning over to whisper his final words—ones he’d been wanting so desperately to tell her since this all began.


  “Thank you.”


  He hoped that somehow, by some miracle, she heard him.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  With his visiting time up, he walked down the cold, bland hallway, feeling his body succumbing to exhaustion. There was no denying that he needed to get home, get some rest, and reassure Bullet. Poor guy was waiting for him, probably wondering where his best friend had gone, whether he’d abandoned him, and most importantly, where the food was.


  As Patrick neared the end of the hallway, he was startled by a sudden movement at the corner ahead. He stopped and stared, wondering if his exhausted mind was playing tricks on him. It was entirely possible that someone had been walking ahead of him and turned into the next hallway. It was also entirely possible they weren’t even there, that he’d just glimpsed a reflection or an odd shadow.


  But he could have sworn he saw someone stepping around the corner—someone moving backward, not forward.


  He shook his head, knowing this was no time to trust his mind or his senses—both were shot. He turned the corner wearily. No boogeyman waited for him. A good night’s rest—that’s what he needed.
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  Patrick spent the next day sitting for short stretches at Tristan’s bedside and long stretches in the ICU waiting room. He spent that time surfing the Internet and making calls on the Clark case: so far, no new developments—at least nothing Pike was divulging. When he had exhausted the possibilities of the Internet, he sat and thought about why Tristan was so alone in the world. But that was like looking in a mirror.


  All day long, all his waiting, and her condition still hadn’t changed.


  He returned that night to Bullet, feeling depressed.


  “She might not make it, buddy,” he told the dog.
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  The next morning as he drove from the beach cottage, down the interstate, and onto the Washington Avenue exit, he glanced at the passenger seat and saw it was empty. It wasn’t supposed to be. His computer was supposed to be there—the computer he’d apparently left behind.


  He sighed.


  As he parked his car at the hospital, his gaze traveled from the empty passenger seat to the empty notebook lying on the floorboard below. He’d bought it to replace the one stolen at the beach, and now the virgin pages were practically calling out his name.


  Don’t do it, the voice in his head warned. Don’t go there.


  But the inside voice didn’t stand a chance compared to the inside urge.


  As if independent of his will, one hand reached for the notebook while the other dug in his shirt pocket, pulling out a pen. With shaky hands and rapid breaths, he pressed the tip against the paper and wrote the word helpless eight times.
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  Then he squeezed his eyes and slung the pad across the seat as if it were on fire, disgusted with himself for being so weak. And yet, as much as he hated to admit it, as much as he despised the act itself, he couldn’t deny that it brought him pleasure, relief now flowing through him quickly and easily, as unencumbered as the blood shooting through his veins, as the oxygen filling his lungs.


  And he wanted more of it, so much more; he needed it like a junkie craves the sting of the needle.


  He picked up the pen and notebook again, wrote helpless twenty-five more times.


  Relief.


  But as he walked into the ICU, disgust superseded relief, the place itself just making him more depressed. Cold steel, stark white walls, and shadowy doors with sick people behind them. And pain. Lots and lots of pain.


  As soon as he reached Tristan’s bed, Patrick noticed that the bolt in her head was gone. He turned around as Candy bustled into the room.


  “The neurosurgeon removed it late yesterday after you left,” she said. “The pressure’s stable. It’s a good sign.”


  Patrick felt some of his own pressure ease, and all he could do was smile.


  “She’s not out of the woods yet,” Candy cautioned, jotting some information down on Tristan’s chart, “not by a long shot. She’s still got a tough battle ahead.”


  Patrick kept smiling; he couldn’t help himself. Suddenly, all the waiting and all the worry felt worthwhile. Now there was hope.


  Candy left the room, and Patrick turned back to Tristan. He reached for her hand, squeezed it gently, and said, “You’re getting better. You’re going to make it.”


  She squeezed his hand.


  Patrick’s eyes shot wide with surprise. He shouted, “Candy!”


  Within seconds the nurse was back in the room, her expression one of cautious concern.


  “She squeezed my hand!” Patrick said. “I told her she was going to be okay and she squeezed it. She can hear me!”


  Candy moved slowly and deliberately toward Tristan with guarded interest. She rested both arms on the bed railing, observing her for a moment, then reached down and took hold of her hand. Patrick watched, his nerves a jumble of apprehensive excitement.


  Speaking loudly, Candy said, “Tristan, you’re in the hospital. You’ve suffered a head injury, and I’m your nurse. My name is Candy. Can you hear me, Tristan? Squeeze my hand if you can hear me, okay? Squeeze my hand, Tristan.”


  Nothing.


  She looked at Patrick and frowned, shaking her head.


  “But she did it for me!” he said. “I swear she did!”


  Candy started to speak, then suddenly looked down at her hand. Patrick saw Tristan’s grip tightening. He was speechless with excitement.


  Candy said, “Tristan, are you able to release your grip on my hand? Can you do it right now? Tristan, let go of my hand if you can hear me.”


  The grip remained firm.


  Candy waited a moment longer, watching, then turned to Patrick. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but this is something we often see in comatose patients. It’s a reflexive action. It’s not purposeful.”


  “How much longer will this go on?”


  “There’s really no way of knowing.”


  “But why isn’t she waking up?”


  “We don’t understand why. There’s no evidence to show that she shouldn’t. We removed the clot, and there’s no brain swelling, which was our concern. She could fall into the small category of patients where there’s no identifiable reason for not waking up—we’re hoping she will, but there’s the possibility she may not.”


  Candy offered a sympathetic smile as she left the room.


  Her words struck Patrick hard. He felt hope slipping through his hands, his heart sinking. But at the same time, he could not abandon Tristan. All his life, people had given up on him when times got tough. He remembered the profound pain, and most of all, the insurmountable damage it had caused him, damage that he was still trying to repair.


  He turned to Tristan. He took her hand again.


  “I’m going to do this, damn it. I’ll do it even if it kills me. I won’t stop. I won’t give up. I won’t let you be alone. I’ll stay here. I promise.”


  He looked up at the clock. It was time to head back to the waiting room. He squeezed Tristan’s hand and repeated, “I promise.”


  On his way out of the ICU he passed Candy doing paperwork at her desk. “Patrick…” she said. “I really admire your commitment to your sister. It’s not something we always see around here, but when we do, well… it’s just very touching.”


  Patrick gave a tentative nod.


  “She’s lucky to have you,” Candy continued, then she smiled, and this time, there was indeed happiness. “She must love you something fierce.”


  Patrick headed for the door, a peculiar mix of sadness, guilt, and tenderness moving inside him.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  He drove back to the cottage for his computer and to offer Bullet some love before returning to Tristan’s bedside for the next round of visiting.


  But when he entered, there was no sign of the dog. Patrick couldn’t remember a day when Bullet wasn’t front and center, anxiously waiting for him.


  “Bullet-boy?” he called out, unblinking eyes darting around the room, mind veering toward concern.


  Silence.


  Now he was more than concerned. He was downright worried.


  “Bullet?” he said, louder this time, moving forward, his stomach feeling heavier with each step. “Bullet-boy?”


  He heard a click from the rear entrance. When he got there, he reached for the handle and found it unlocked. He stepped outside, cautiously scanning for an intruder, for Bullet, for anything that might offer an explanation. Then he heard an engine roar and tires squeal. By the time he ran to the front of the cottage, the street was empty except for a couple in the distance casually strolling toward the beach.


  Patrick rushed inside, and then heard another noise—like scratching on a wall. The hair on the back of his neck stood straight up, his pulse hammering in his ears. Worry snapped into panic. He ran from room to room, but still there was no sign of Bullet. He could take just about anything, but not this. Not his boy. That dog was his lifeline. He crammed his hands under his armpits, hugged himself tightly.


  Then he heard a faint and distant whimper. Patrick shot his head in that direction: another whimper, and it didn’t sound good—it sounded like pain.


  Oh, no. Please, God. Don’t do this to me. Not now.


  He moved forward, trying to follow the sound. “Bullet-boy?” he said, voice wavering.


  Patrick heard a howl filled with distress coming from the bedroom. He rushed in, dropped to the floor, searched under the bed. Saw nothing. Then a whimper came from the closet.


  He stumbled toward it, nearly falling over himself. Jerked the door open.


  Bullet scrambled out, tail wagging so hard that it threw his rear end into syncopated countermovement. Patrick dropped to his knees and held the dog’s face in his hands, examining him, making sure he was okay.


  Bullet gave him the Tongue Shot.


  Yep. He was fine.


  “What happened here, buddy?” Patrick said, scratching under the dog’s chin, but really he was asking himself the question.


  Bullet gave a dog-curious-head-tilt, then scampered toward the kitchen as if nothing untoward had occurred.


  Resiliency, Patrick thought, watching him with relief and wonder. Dogs are the living embodiment of it.


  He stood, thankful his boy was fine, but at the same time, knowing things around him certainly weren’t. A dark overcast of uneasiness clouded his mind, and it turned gloomier as he walked from room to room, searching for more signs of trouble.


  He moved into the dining room, saw nothing. Moved into the kitchen: everything fine there as well. He leaned against the stove, crossing his arms, trying to think about what to do next, his eyes breezing over the counter and into the living room. Then his gaze swerved back to the counter.


  He moved closer, zoomed in. Ran a finger over the surface, lifted it, and examined the crumbs on his finger. Patrick moved toward the pantry, opened the door.


  And froze.


  He was staring at a bag of cookies, torn wide open, three missing. He hadn’t eaten them. He stepped to the fridge, yanked the door open, studying the contents. And then he felt his stomach slide into his throat.


  A cafeteria sandwich he’d bought at the hospital but never unwrapped now sat with the cellophane torn off, a bite missing. A can of cola stood opened on the shelf below. He lifted the can, heavy with liquid, just a few swigs taken.


  What the…?


  A chill brought goose bumps to his arms.


  Patrick took off toward the living room. The laptop he’d forgotten that morning sat on the couch. Patrick dropped into a seat, pulled the laptop toward him, and instantly the screensaver lit up. He tapped the spacebar, and his desktop appeared. He clicked on “Recent Documents.”


  He swallowed hard at the long list of files that had been opened within the hour, all while he was away.


  Then he looked at one he didn’t recognize, and his stomach seized. It was entitled, “Hell hath no fury.” He opened it up, and six words stared back at him. Six dark and unnerving words.


  The devil is in the details


  Something frigid raced up Patrick’s spine, branching out through his shoulders and making them ache with stiffness. This was no mistake—this was real. First his car, then the shadowy movement behind the hospital corridor… and now, someone invading his space, not only rifling through his computer, but putting the one thing that mattered to him most, his best friend, in jeopardy. No trick of the imagination, no product of mental exhaustion. He was looking at startling, irrevocable proof.


  No longer was the cottage a place of refuge, a place for reliving happy memories. This place, once good, had turned very bad and very wrong. The retreat was over. He had to get out of here right away.


  Patrick gathered up his things, grabbed Bullet, and within minutes they were speeding down the road, away from that place and headed toward home. He kept a nervous eye trained on the rearview mirror, making sure nobody was following them.
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  Hell in the day, hell at night. Two different worlds with one thing in common: he was chasing ghosts in both.


  Now it seemed one was chasing him, and it seemed there was no escape.


  Patrick sat up in bed. He looked at the clock. It was nine a.m. He’d tried going back to sleep several times, but it wasn’t going to happen. Too much chaos. Too much worry.


  His cell went off and he lifted it, immediately recognizing Dr. Ready’s number. He turned the phone over onto the bed, leaned back, and closed his eyes. He’d been avoiding her calls because he didn’t want to talk about his feelings anymore; feelings hurt and, after the last appointment, jumping through emotional hoops was the last thing he needed. Besides, with the way things were going right now, figuring out his feelings would be about as easy as defining the edges on paint splatter.


  The mechanical ding went off on his phone: Dr. Ready now safely quarantined to voicemail. Problem solved.


  At least for now.


  He managed to pull his worn-out ass from bed and drag it toward the kitchen, dull pangs of sleepiness throbbing behind his eyes, a slow-burning headache not far behind. But his most immediate worry slid easily through the fog and into the forefront of his mind.


  Hell hath no fury.


  It wasn’t just a statement; it was a threat. He contemplated who his phantom terrorist could be, and right away Jocelyn Fairchild came to mind. He hadn’t just scorned her—he’d managed to piss her off in a supreme way. The ice princess had thrown out some seriously nasty vibes along with a precise and stern warning. If there were any question whether she was capable of this, the steel wrath in her eyes removed them all.


  Another thing also seemed clear: his stalker was getting bolder and more dangerous, not only breaking into the cottage where he’d been staying but also trying to get into his mind. It was hardly a stretch to think Fairchild could be orchestrating this as a means of intimidation, hoping to curb his curiosity about the Clark case. The car invasion had happened pre-Fairchild-confrontation, but that could have just as easily been a coincidence. Everything else came after, and they all had the mark of retribution branded all over them.


  He poured some coffee and then, in his office, powered up the laptop. The alleged affair had been Fairchild’s hot button. Now that it was up on the radar, Patrick knew where to start. Hanky-panky could be a strong motivator for murder, and Charlene Clark might have been caught in the middle. What he still couldn’t figure out was how that might have been connected with the fire all those years ago and a failed attempt on Marybeth’s life. There was no link Patrick could see.


  Then there was the lawsuit Lilliana had mentioned in which her husband, Chet the Attorney, had represented Wesley. Maybe it had no bearing, but Patrick wanted to rule it out sooner rather than later.


  Scanning through newspaper archives and court documents, Patrick saw the suit had been filed by Gerard Tillsdale on behalf of his deceased wife, Gretchen, who had undergone treatment for stage IV non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Several weeks into her therapy, she suffered cardiac arrest and died. A private autopsy ordered by the family revealed two very interesting findings: one, her death was caused by a combination of drugs—that were not approved for treating cancer—and two, Mrs. Tillsdale didn’t actually have non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.


  She had Lyme disease.


  Mr. Tillsdale settled out of court for an undisclosed award, code for: We fork over the big bucks, you keep your mouth shut, and the whole thing goes away. The California Medical Board took no action against Clark—not a surprise, since there was no longer a grieving husband to agitate—but Patrick was willing to bet they were keeping a close eye on the doctor.


  He read on.


  The attorney representing Tillsdale was Rebecca Miller. There was also a list of witnesses for the plaintiff, but nothing to indicate whether any of them were Clark’s patients. One witness, Helene Lockhart, was identified as Clark’s former employee. No word on whether she’d been fired or left on her own accord, but ex-employees were often eager to pull back the curtain on their bosses. Helene Lockhart could be lightning in a bottle.


  Patrick wondered whether any of Clark’s other patients had filed complaints against him. The Medical Board of California made disciplinary actions and complaints readily available through their website. Patrick went there and found pay dirt. Five years before the Tillsdale suit, a woman named Jodie Silva filed a complaint against Clark for misdiagnosing her stage IV non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma as well. The board had responded with an investigation and a warning to Wesley Clark.


  Two cases of misdiagnosis, or medical fraud? Patrick was leaning toward the latter.


  A search of Jocelyn Fairchild’s background turned up something just as interesting. She’d had a few tangles herself with the Medical Board while operating a clinic up in Los Angeles: one disciplinary action for misdiagnosing a patient, plus a couple of health code violations. A few stern warnings later, along with the threat of having her license revoked, she packed it in and headed south to San Diego. That must have been when she and Clark joined up.


  Quackery times two.


  There was only one Gerard Tillsdale listed in San Diego. Patrick dialed the number, but the man cut him short, saying the terms of the settlement forbade him from discussing the case. “Talk to my attorney,” he said, and hung up.


  Patrick took the advice and threw Rebecca Miller the next pitch.


  “Sorry,” she said. “It’s a no-go for me, too. Terms of the agreement. Can’t discuss the case.”


  “Is there anyone you know who can talk?”


  “Maybe Clark’s attorney?”


  “He’s not terribly helpful.”


  “Sorry, my hands are tied.”


  Patrick hung up. Strike two, bases empty.


  He found Helene Lockhart’s number fairly easily. She was working at a doctor’s office in La Mesa, and she gave him the most direct brush-off he’d had since Lilliana. “I’m not interested in talking about Dr. Clark. Leave me alone.”


  “Is there a reason?”


  “The reason is that I don’t want to.” Her tone wasn’t exactly nasty, but it was headed there.


  Patrick figured he had nothing to lose by pushing his luck. “Would you mind being a little more specific?”


  She hung up.


  Pretty specific, although not much help. It appeared Wesley Clark had done one hell of a job locking down the flow of information.


  Patrick checked his notes. One name left. Jodie Silva, the other misdiagnosed patient, a horse trainer in Lakeside with a phone number listed on her website—and, at last, a friendly voice. “I’d be more than happy to talk to you,” she said.


  He hits it out of the park. “I’m guessing you’ve got a story to tell.”


  “Yeah, the story is, the man nearly killed me.”


  “The bad cancer diagnosis?”


  “I had all this treatment, and I just kept getting sicker. He told me it was normal, that it would get worse before it got better… to stick with it.”


  “So you did?”


  “Yeah, because I was scared, and because he kept promising me results. Then I decided to get a second opinion. And guess what?”


  “No cancer.”


  “Nope. Not a trace.”


  “Was it by any chance Lyme disease?”


  She fell silent.


  “Still there?” Patrick said.


  “How the hell did you know that?”


  “You’re not the only one.”


  “Oh, good Lord.”


  “Did he ever give you an explanation for the misdiagnosis?”


  “Claimed it was an honest mistake, and they believed him. Mistake, my ass.”


  “You don’t think so?”


  “There’s not a doubt in my mind. It was deliberate.”


  “But why? Why would he do that?”


  “One word: greed. I had money, and I was stupid and vulnerable, and he took full advantage of it.”


  “Meaning?”


  “When he gave me the cancer diagnosis, he told me my prognosis wasn’t good, that there was no effective treatment available for what I had. Then he gave me hope with some new medicine. Said it was still going through clinical trials down in Mexico, but the results were nothing short of amazing. Completely safe. No side effects. But it could be years before it was approved for use in the US, and by then it would be too late for me.”


  “So you went for it.”


  “Hook, line, and sinker, but since the drug hadn’t been approved yet, he said insurance wouldn’t cover it, that I’d have to pay cash.”


  “And you did.”


  “Dumb. All I could think about was my daughter, my grandchildren, how I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to them yet. It’s amazing how far you’re willing to bend when you think your last breath’s just around the corner. He knew that. He took advantage.”


  “Just playing devil’s advocate here, Ms. Silva, but how do you know it wasn’t actually a mistake?”


  “Because after I went for a second opinion, I requested he send my records to the new place. He never did. I called his office for weeks, and all I kept getting were excuses. I got sick of it, so I walked in and demanded they hand them over.”


  “And?”


  “They did, but not all of them.”


  “Huh?”


  “There were pages missing, including any evidence of the drug from Mexico… or the scam.”


  “How do you lose part of someone’s medical records?”


  “It supposedly happened while they were switching over to a new system.”


  “No backups?”


  “I know, right?” Patrick could hear her livid smile. “Cutting-edge research, my ass. All he cut into was my pocketbook.”


  “How much of it?”


  She spoke through her sigh. “Over fifty thousand bucks, all to save a life that didn’t need saving. My whole retirement account, down the tubes. I’ll be working for the rest of my life now.”


  “So that’s when you filed the complaint?”


  “Yeah, but without my records they couldn’t prove it was anything more than a simple misdiagnosis. There wasn’t even proof of his phony treatment—no receipts or documentation. And get this: apparently, Lyme disease can mimic lymphoma. Convenient, huh?”


  “So he got away with it.”


  “Of course he did. The man’s slicker than cat shit. I bet his whole life is built on dirty money.” She sighed. “I just hope he stays gone—it’ll be better for everyone.”
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  Dirty doctors. Dirty money.


  Patrick had nothing to prove that either was connected to Charlene Clark’s murder or her husband’s subsequent disappearance, but he did know one thing: dirt was dirt, and when you followed it, there was usually plenty more at the end of the trail.


  On his way to the hospital, Patrick finally listened to Dr. Ready’s voicemail message telling him how proud she was of him for staying at Tristan’s side during her difficult struggle. Patrick wondered how proud she would be if she knew he’d been operating as an imposter and lying his ass off. She also called their last session a major breakthrough. For Patrick, it felt more like a major breakdown. And she ended by asking him to contact her after things settled some with Tristan so they could schedule their next appointment, get back to work.


  Patrick wasn’t feeling that one, either.


  He found that Tristan’s condition hadn’t improved. She remained trapped within herself, and as much as Patrick hated to admit it, he was starting to lose hope; still, he sat at her bedside, talked to her, squeezed her hand. “Tristan,” he said. “It’s Patrick.”


  She squeezed his hand. Just like before.


  “Tristan, please. Please give me something, a sign. If you can hear me, let go of my hand.”


  She kept her grip tight.


  Patrick shook his head. Then with her hand still locked tightly in his, he gently placed the other on top. “It’s okay. You can hold on to me for as long as you need to. I won’t let go. I promise.”


  Her hand went slack.


  Patrick drew his focus there, watching with caution, unsure if this was just another involuntary reflex.


  “Can you squeeze my hand again, Tristan? Can you do it now?”


  She tightened her grip.


  “Loosen it?”


  She did.


  Patrick ran to the door, nearly stumbling over himself, calling for Candy.


  She came into the room and went directly for Tristan’s bed.


  “She’s responding this time!” Patrick said, his words hurried and breathless, splitting his attention between the nurse and Tristan. “It’s intentional! She squeezed my hand—she did it—and then she let go when I asked her to. Then she squeezed it again!”


  Candy leaned over the railing and reached for Tristan’s hand. “Can you squeeze my hand, Tristan?”


  Tristan did.


  “Now can you release it?”


  There was nothing.


  “Tristan, squeeze my hand twice if you can hear me. Squeeze it two times. Can you do that for me?”


  Patrick held his breath.


  Nothing happened.


  She tried again, raising her voice a little more. “Tristan, squeeze my hand twice. Can you squeeze it twice?”


  Nothing again.


  Candy looked up at him, shaking her head, and for the first time, Patrick felt hope fade to near nothingness. It must have shown on his face, too, because Candy’s expression changed to one he’d not yet seen on her. A deeper, more visceral level of compassion, the kind usually reserved for the most hopeless of situations. With her hand still locked in Tristan’s, very softly, she said, “I’m sorry, Patrick. I really am.”


  Patrick nodded his acceptance and sadness.


  Then Candy blinked, and looked down at her hand.


  Very slowly, but very firmly, Tristan was loosening her hand, then tightening it, loosening it again, then tightening it.


  Candy turned to Patrick. He was already moving closer, watching with a slow, cautious shake of his head.


  She smiled, keeping her grip on Tristan’s hand, and with the other, squeezing Patrick’s arm. “She’s responsive. I’m going to page the doctor and let him know.”


  He blinked back tears that, for the first time in a long while, came from a place other than sadness.
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  “She’s definitely responding to external stimuli,” the neurologist said after examining Tristan. “It’s great news.”


  Patrick closed his eyes and took in a deep breath of relief.


  “She still has a long way to go,” the doctor cautioned. “Recovery isn’t assured, but at least now it seems possible.”


  Possible. Patrick would take that.
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  The next day, Patrick felt buoyant, almost giddy, as he stepped from the hospital elevator. Moving through the hallway, he spotted two nurses coming toward him from the ICU. As they passed, one said to the other, “She put up a good fight. It’s such a shame.”


  Patrick faltered… then sped up the pace toward Tristan’s room.


  And found it empty. The bed was freshly made. The machines were gone. The room smelled of ammonia.


  Patrick stood stunned in the doorway.


  No… Please, no. Not after all this.


  Gathering his courage, he took hesitant steps into the room, lowered himself onto the chair—the same chair he’d occupied for days, waiting for Tristan to recover.


  Truth settled, and with that came aching sadness. Something had gone terribly wrong overnight, and Tristan’s difficult journey had come to an end. It was over: for her, and for him, too.


  He buried his face in his hands.


  “Patrick…”


  He looked up and found Candy standing before him, frowning.


  “She’s gone…” he said.


  “Patrick, I’m so sorry.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “They should have caught you when you were coming in… I should have been watching. I thought for sure they’d have her back before you got here.”


  He looked up at her, his sadness turning to perplexity.


  She smiled. “Patrick, she woke up in the middle of the night. She’s downstairs now. We were able to get her off the ventilator, and she’s in radiology having a few tests. She’ll stay in the ICU tonight, and tomorrow they’ll probably move her to a regular ward.”


  Patrick glanced at the empty bed, then into the hallway as if seeing both for the first time. He looked at Candy, shaking his head and said, “She’s alive?”


  “Very much alive.” The smile grew wider. “She made it, Patrick.”
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  He waited in the room for Tristan’s return, stunned into silent contemplation of his excitement, exhaustion, and lingering confusion. He couldn’t believe she was actually awake. He couldn’t believe he’d actually be talking to her face-to-face.


  He couldn’t believe how much trouble he was in.


  And something he’d not considered until now, but that he really should have: the not-so-minor fact that before all this happened, Tristan actually hated him.


  No, wait. Hate’s a very strong word… Let’s go with despised.


  Patrick’s stomach flip-flopped, imagining the look on her face when they rolled her back in and she saw the asshole from the elevator waiting in her room.


  His stomach sucked into his esophagus.


  The asshole from the elevator, now posing as her damned brother.


  Oh. My. God. I am so in trouble.


  His irrational, impulsive mind told him to get out of there, make a run for it as fast as he could.


  His logical mind told him he’d do nothing of the sort.


  Screw logic, his irrational mind said. It wasn’t like he’d be abandoning her. After all, he’d followed through on his promise. He could make a quick escape now, and nobody would be any the wiser.


  The logical mind pushed the irrational one aside, telling him he’d done the right thing. Surely that would break through her rough exterior.


  His irrational mind told him that was a load of horseshit and to make tracks while he still had the chance.


  Patrick glanced nervously at the door, eyes blinking, foot pumping, trying to decide what to do next. Then it was too late. He heard Candy’s voice saying cheerfully in the hallway, “And we have a wonderful surprise for you, Tristan. Your brother, Patrick, is here!”


  Oh. Shit.


  Candy wheeled Tristan into the room.


  He made an instant eye-connect with Tristan; he wasn’t sure who looked more stunned, him or her.


  “He’s been here since you first arrived,” Candy said, kneeling down, locking the wheels on Tristan’s chair. She stood, beaming at Patrick. “We all think he’s terrific.”


  Tristan didn’t appear to be feeling the love.


  The nurse went on, “You’re so lucky to have him.”


  Tristan wasn’t feeling that, either.


  In fact, Patrick wasn’t sure what she was feeling behind her expressionless gaze. All he could do was envision security guards rushing into the room, grabbing him by each arm, and dragging him out—that and the newspaper headlines about the hospital lunatic posing as a patient’s brother, unflattering mug shot and all.


  Tristan kept her eyes locked on his and said nothing for a good five seconds. For Patrick, it felt like an eternity. When she spoke, her voice rang flat, a slender shade of hostility trolling just beneath the surface. “It’s so good to see you.”


  Candy glowed.


  Patrick wanted to crawl under the bed and hide.


  “I’ll leave you two alone now,” Candy said, loving every minute of this bastard family reunion. “I’m sure you two have lots of catching up to do.”


  Tristan was still looking at him funny.


  Patrick glanced at the window: there was still time to escape.


  “Oh, one more thing,” Tristan said to Candy as she was heading out.


  The nurse turned around.


  “Would you mind closing the door when you leave? My brother and I have so much to talk about. We could really use some privacy.”


  Patrick wanted nothing of the sort.


  “Oh, of course! Absolutely!” Candy said, gently closing the door behind her.


  Patrick returned his jittery attention to Tristan and found her regarding him in loaded silence, her gaze like a high-powered telescope. On the warmth-meter, she was banging in at subzero.


  He cleared his throat, offered her a thin smile.


  “My brother?”


  “I can explain—”


  “Oh, trust me, you will.” She reached for the call button, held it up, her finger wavering over it.


  “Don’t do that!”


  She lowered it slightly, shaking her head and smiling her warning. “Dude, this better be really good.”


  “I had to!” he said, nervously eyeing the call button as if speaking to it. “There was no choice. It was the only way they’d let me be here.”


  “And the reason you had to be here?”


  “Well, no one else was exactly lining up outside.”


  She raised the button, moved her finger over it again.


  Patrick stood straight up. “Stop that!”


  “Let’s try this again, okay? Only this time we act nice.”


  “Okay…” He took a deep breath, trying to gather his thoughts. “I didn’t want you to be here all by yourself.” He looked down at his clenched fists, then up at her. “I just couldn’t do that.”


  Her expression relaxed a little.


  “I made a promise to myself… that I was going to see you through this. You were fighting for your life, for God’s sake. I wanted you to make it. I wanted it more than anything, and I didn’t want you to have to do it alone, so I did it with you. I did it as best as I could.”


  Tristan stared at him with something that might have looked like amazement, might have even looked like the slightest hint of admiration. Then she said, “You did all that?”


  Patrick nodded quickly.


  “All this time?”


  He nodded faster.


  “All for little old me?” Her tone was ironic.


  “Well, it sure as hell wasn’t for the engaging conversation or the fabulous food.”


  She looked away, rolling her tongue inside her cheek. Then she looked at him again.


  And smiled.


  “That was pretty fucking cool of you,” she said.
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  From the moment Tristan came out of her coma, she came out fighting, and doctors were stunned by her rapid progress. The damage appeared to be minimal. All in all, they were calling it nothing short of a miracle.


  But the more Patrick got to know her, the less he was surprised. The woman was a firebrand on wheels. There wasn’t much that could hold her down.


  Now that she was in a regular ward, he could make longer visits. He sat with his laptop and worked while she dozed or ate a meal.


  “You don’t have to stay here anymore, you know,” she said late the second evening through a groggy, drawn-out yawn.


  Patrick stopped typing and looked at her. “I know. I want to.” He brought his attention back to the screen but could still feel her gaze on him. He tried to ignore it.


  She said, “So what’s your story, Bannister?”


  “My story?”


  “Just what I asked.”


  He looked up again with a tolerant grin. “If you mean what I do for a living, you already know I’m a reporter.”


  She shrugged. “What do you report?”


  “News.”


  “For who?”


  “A magazine… or I did.”


  “Not anymore?”


  He shook his head. “I’m not really sure.”


  “Not really sure,” she repeated, scratching her nose. “It would seem to me that being employed is kind of like being dead. Either you are or you aren’t.”


  He smiled. “Witty.”


  “I try,” she said, with an expression he’d learned to recognize as her version of inner amusement. “So were you shitcanned or what?”


  “Let’s just say I hit a rough spot.”


  She didn’t appear satisfied by that but moved on anyway, nodding toward the laptop. “So then what are you working on?”


  He went back to typing. “A story.”


  She spoke with slow, exaggerated patience. “And what’s the story about?”


  He looked up at her; he felt an exigent headache coming on. “You sure ask a lot of questions.”


  “I know. What’s it about?”


  He sighed. “The Clark case.”


  “The who?”


  “A missing couple from Rancho Santa Fe.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “I’m trying to figure that out.”


  She turned toward the window, her eyes appearing to follow a thought, and then, “Married?”


  “Separated.”


  “The dude kill her?”


  That startled him. He wondered why she would automatically assume that. “I don’t know yet. Maybe.” Now he was curious. “So what’s your story?”


  She averted her gaze out the window again, shook her head. “You don’t want to know.”


  “Oh, no… I don’t think so.”


  She shot him a curious stare. “What?”


  “You don’t get to skate around your answer, not after you just grilled me for mine. Come on, cough it up.”


  She stared at her lap and twisted a fold of blanket between her fingers.


  Patrick waited. He’d gotten pretty good at that.


  Then, almost defiantly, she said, “I’m a criminal.”


  Patrick raised a wary brow.


  “Not nearly as glamorous as being a reporter.”


  “Sounds interesting,” he offered.


  “Nice try.” She looked down again, resumed her blanket twirling.


  “So… what kinds of crimes do you commit?”


  “I steal stuff. Cash, cars. Information. Identities.”


  Patrick nodded, trying his best to look unaffected but knowing he wasn’t doing a very good job.


  “I already got your Social Security number,” she said.


  He snorted… and then paused. She looked serious.


  “And your date of birth. And your mother’s maiden name.”


  He felt a swell of concern.


  “And I drained your checking account and opened Macy’s and Amex cards in your name. Got me a big, fancy HDTV waiting at home. All while I was lying here comatose. I’m really good at my job.”


  “All that and a flair for the sarcastic,” he said. “I’m impressed.”


  She raised her brows, half-smiled. “Actually, I’m kind of like you right now. Unemployed in my chosen profession.”


  “Didn’t know it was an actual job.”


  “Was for me.”


  “So who fired you?”


  “The judge did.”


  “Would that explain the visits to the shrink and the piss tests?”


  Her smile mixed derision with scorn. “Court ordered.”


  “So what exactly happened?”


  “You know…” she said, her expression turning dimly combative, “I’m thinking that’s probably a conversation better suited for another day, maybe when you tell me why you were eighty-sixed from your job.”


  “Touché.”


  She looked down. “So now you think less of me, probably.”


  He thought about it. “You know, oddly enough, I don’t.”


  She looked genuinely surprised. “How come?”


  “I’m not really sure.”


  “ ’Cause I saved your life?”


  “Well, there’s that.”


  “And almost died?”


  “That, too.”


  More blanket twisting. “Well, you don’t owe me anything. I don’t like charity.”


  “Good, because I already gave at the office… the one I no longer have.”


  She snorted.


  He said, “Can I ask you something, though?”


  “Shoot.”


  “What made you do it?”


  “What the hell was I going to do, just stand there and let some lowlife slit your neck?”


  “That’s not what I mean. Most people would have dialed 9-1-1, or yelled for help, or… What made you put yourself in danger?”


  “I’m not sure. I don’t know… It was like my body shifted into autopilot. I saw what he was about to do to you, and all I knew was that I had to stop it. Kind of like the ‘Baby and the Beetle.’ ”


  “The what?”


  “You know. Kid gets stuck under a Volkswagen and all of a sudden his mother finds the strength to lift the car off him. You see it on the news all the time. It happens. Maybe that’s what happened to me.”


  He nodded.


  “Or maybe it was something else…”


  “Like what?”


  “In the elevator that day. When you apologized to me. I felt bad after, like I didn’t really give you a chance.”


  Man, she’d hit that one dead-on… and in reverse.


  “Besides, the dude made me angry.”


  “Angry, how?”


  “I mean, I’m no angel. I’ve done some shitty stuff. But what he was going to do to you… that was something completely different. That’s from some other place.” She was intent on his face. “Know what I mean?”


  Indeed, he did.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  Who Killed Charlene Clark, and Where is Wesley?


  By Lucinda Santiago


  Great questions.


  And judging by the Courier’s banner headline and its front-page placement, Patrick wasn’t the only one growing impatient for answers. If investigators had them, they weren’t tipping their hand. Information was trickling out like a choked-off faucet during a Death Valley summer. The article also made it perfectly clear who was holding the cards:


  
    Detective Steve Pike did not return calls from the Courier requesting an update on the case.
  


  Shocker.


  The story didn’t exactly name Wesley Clark as a suspect, but it also left no doubt he was a distinct possibility, along with something else:


  
    A source has told the Courier that investigators may be looking into marital infidelities in the relationship as a possible motive for Charlene Clark’s murder.
  


  On its face, Patrick didn’t find that shocking—Lilliana had already told him about the alleged affair between Wesley and Jocelyn—but it did make him curious as to whether there was more to this story. The article hadn’t elaborated on which one of the Clarks might have been doing the cheating, and Patrick was well aware that the circumstances surrounding homicides could often become very complex. Lilliana hadn’t mentioned anything about it, but he had to wonder if Charlene’s disappearance was a by-product of marital retaliation after she was caught carrying on with someone herself. It certainly wasn’t an unrealistic possibility—after all, Patrick had solid evidence that Charlene was no longer feeling the love for Wesley.


  But other than that, the rest of the article left Patrick feeling like he’d eaten a handful of Cheetos: nothing but empty calories and lots of air. Old facts, too many questions, and zero answers. Clearly, the paper hadn’t yet learned that Charlene Clark was living under an assumed name, which boosted Patrick’s confidence that he was miles ahead of them on the case. He was also confident that Pike knew about Charlene’s fake identity, but as usual, was keeping the flow of information blocked. He could only imagine what other evidence the detective had—there was likely plenty of it.


  He glanced at his watch; it was five o’clock. The news was just starting. He reached for the remote and flicked the TV on to see if there were any new developments in the case.


  Nothing. Just more depressing incidents. A man stabbed at a bar in City Heights. A missing kid. Crime rate up another two percent. The county Board of Supervisors deciding on whether to further slash funding to the sheriff’s department. Maybe they’d fire Pike, replace him with an actual human.


  Patrick dragged his tired body off the couch, started pacing and thinking. Bullet watched him intently.


  He stopped to glance at the dog. “Don’t worry. I’m not going crazy. I just look that way.” He resumed pacing.


  Bullet sat straight up and barked, tail flipping in circles like the second hand on an overwound clock. It wasn’t concern he was expressing, Patrick realized; it was hunger. “Your love overwhelms me,” he said, heading for the kitchen. Bullet leaped from the couch and followed.


  After feeding the dog, Patrick thought about feeding himself. It had been at least twelve hours since he’d last eaten. He stared into the fridge: nothing but greasy takeout leftovers from the past few days and a half-gallon of milk. He was scared to look at the expiration date. He closed the fridge door.


  “We have breaking news in the case of a Rancho Santa Fe couple tonight. As you may recall, authorities believe Charlene Clark’s body was found in Tijuana more than a week ago, and her husband, Dr. Wesley Clark, is still missing.”


  Patrick shot his attention to the TV.


  “We’re going live now to Brad Fisher downtown, where it appears investigators have new evidence that might help crack the case wide open.”


  Patrick bolted into the living room.


  “Brad, what have you got for us?”


  The video wiped from the studio to a reporter standing on the rooftop of a parking garage. He gave a solemn nod and said, “Sandra, I’m in the 2200 block of Kettner Boulevard, adjacent to the Park-a-lot.” The camera zoomed over the reporter’s shoulder to the other garage. “Now, we can’t see inside, but it appears detectives are very busy. They were called there this afternoon after a late-model Bentley Mulsanne was discovered abandoned. Sources close to News Seven tell us the car may belong to Dr. Wesley Clark. Authorities aren’t saying how they found…”


  Patrick flipped the TV off, grabbed his jacket, and disappeared out the door.
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  Squad cars, flashing lights, and people everywhere, all in a heightened state of disarray, all wrapped around the garage like a skintight noose. A police officer stood on the street, directing traffic, waving off the curious. Patrick spotted a few TV news vans off to one side, their live equipment extended to full mast. He didn’t see many reporters outside or near their vehicles, so he assumed the cops were letting them onto the scene. Exactly how far, he wasn’t sure. He circled back a few blocks, found a parking spot.


  Inside the garage, two uniformed officers stood before a yellow and black sawhorse blocking access to the upper levels—both with arms crossed, both wearing stoic, don’t-even-try-it expressions. The press was corralled off to one side looking none too happy.


  Patrick allowed his eyes to wander through the crowd. This story was no longer a local matter: he caught a CNN logo on the side of a video camera. He perused the group some more and stopped dead at one of the faces—one he knew well.


  There’s no way.


  Erika Jeffries spun around just in time to see Patrick coming her way. She gave him a surprised smile, which instantly deflated when she realized he wasn’t returning the expression.


  “Patrick. Hi… Who are you covering this story for?”


  He clamped a hand to his hip, cocked his head. “I suppose I could ask you the same question.” At her confused look, he added, “Who sent you here?”


  “Julia did,” she said, her confusion now transmuting into uneasiness.


  “I knew it.”


  She shook her head. “Patrick… What’s going on?”


  “What’s going on is that I called Julia and pitched this story, told her I was working on it, and that I was making headway. I even gave her details on what I knew, and then she sends someone else.”


  “Patrick, I’ve been on this since it started. I swear.”


  He backed down from his anger some—what she was saying rang true. The story had been gaining momentum for weeks. It was naïve of him to think they weren’t already on it. Humiliation slid in and replaced his fury. He shook his head, flicked his gaze to the barricade. “I’m sorry, Erika. I had no right to—”


  “It’s fine, Patrick, really. You had no way of knowing. Julia had told me you might be on this. I just figured you were covering it for someone else.”


  “I was trying to cover it for National Monthly, but it’s pretty clear that’s no longer an option.”


  She started to say something, then stopped, instead letting out a sigh of resignation.


  “It’s fine,” he said, then changed the subject to cover his disappointment. “So, what’s going on with the blockade?”


  She crossed her arms, looked at the barrier. “Nothing so far. We’ve been camped out here since this afternoon.”


  “Any word from Pike?”


  She looked back at him, rolled her eyes.


  “Same old, same old,” he said.


  “Same old asshat is more like it.”


  He nodded. “Any theories floating around?”


  “Lindbergh Field’s just a few blocks away. He could have dumped the car here and hopped a flight to anywhere by now.”


  “And it’s Clark’s car for sure, right?”


  She shrugged. “Seems to be the word.”


  “Weird, though.”


  “What?”


  “A Bentley? Pretty high profile. A hard car to hide.”


  “Apparently not too hard. Look how long it sat before anyone actually noticed.”


  Patrick gazed up at the ceilings: surveillance cameras were sparse—just one at the entrance to each level. A low-rent facility. Low rent meant low security. It would be easy to drive in without being recognized—a simple matter of pulling a sun visor down or lowering a ball cap, then exiting through one of the stairwells. Still, Patrick was sure investigators had the video and would be taking notes.


  A woman let out a piercing scream.


  Patrick and Erika both jerked their heads around to find the source, then made tracks with the rest of the reporters toward the far corner. Sobs and chatter filtered through the garage. Patrick shouldered through an opening in the crowd and saw a woman standing beside her car, which was pulled back about four feet from its space. The woman, in her twenties, had her hands pressed against her cheeks, mouth hanging open. Brunette and attractive. Driver’s door wide open. And on the ground, in front of the car, was what looked to be a diamond earring, more than a carat.


  Still attached to an earlobe.
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  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  Patrick eyed the car, then the nearby exit door that led to the upper levels. Reporters were talking, and he was listening, the gears in his head turning.


  Erika pushed her way through and to his side, and they watched while a detective bagged the evidence.


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  He told her.


  “Ew.” Erika brushed the hair from her eyes, looked at the car. “Cops didn’t search the area beforehand?”


  “They did, but with more than five hundred spaces, somehow they managed to miss it.”


  “Or someone was lazy.”


  “There’s always that,” he said. “After they initially cleared the ground floor for clues, they opened it to people needing to pick up their cars.”


  “Good thing for the cops—they almost missed a decent piece of evidence.” Erika stole a glance at detectives, now busy at work cordoning off the vehicle. “Certainly makes things interesting.”


  “I’m guessing we have an idea who that earring might belong to.”


  “I’m guessing chances are pretty damned good you’re right.”


  Steve Pike rushed out of the stairwell door, looking irritated for a change, and headed right for the reporters. “All right, everybody,” he said, his pissed-off tone matching his pissed-off scowl. “This is a crime scene now. Clear the area. Move!”


  The group let out a collective grumble, a few shouting out questions, which Pike handily ignored; shortly after, Patrick and Erika were standing outside on the street with everyone else.


  “It’s going to be a long night,” Erika said, glancing down at her watch. Patrick looked at his, too. It was almost eight.


  An officer came outside and shouted, “All right, folks, chances are slim to none you’ll be able to get inside to see the crime scene, even slimmer we’ll have something for you before morning. Be my guest if you want to stick around, but you’ll have to loiter in a place that doesn’t get in our way. I need you to clear the area.”


  “And it just got longer,” Patrick added, watching the crowd disperse, reporters leisurely migrating toward their vehicles.


  “’Fraid so,” she said. “Hey, I know you’re probably headed for the competition—where you’ll probably kick our ass—but I think we trust each other enough not to worry about one-upmanship. Want to go somewhere and talk? Maybe compare notes?”


  He studied her for a moment, considering it, and then with a shrug, “I don’t see why not.”
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  They found a coffee shop a few blocks away and settled into a booth. For the first five minutes or so, both were silent, Patrick running the sequence of events through his mind, playing a mental shell game with facts, and trying to figure out how everything fit together. He assumed Erika was doing the same, because she appeared to be just as deep in thought.


  “The earring thing,” she finally said. “It’s creepy.”


  “It is.”


  A lot of blood. A lot of pain. She never stood a chance.


  Erika added, “So do we agree that the earring may have been deposited on the way out after hubby’s car got dumped?”


  “We do.”


  “So the next logical question would be, how?”


  Patrick sipped his coffee, thought, and then, “Maybe the earring got caught on the suspect’s clothes while he was assaulting Charlene, and it eventually fell off in the garage.”


  “But here’s what I don’t get: the Clarks disappeared more than two weeks ago. How is it that nobody managed to see a ginormous diamond—attached to a bloody earlobe, no less—until now?”


  “Parking spot could have been vacant when he came down the staircase and out that door, then the woman comes up, parks right over it, goes off on her trip.”


  “And unknowingly covers the evidence.” They both took a reflective sip of coffee. Patrick said, “What about the bloodstains at Las Brisas. They get a match yet?”


  Erika shook her head. “Haven’t heard a thing, but, you know…”


  “Yeah. It can take a while, and with Pike, even if they have a match, he’s not gonna spill.” Patrick placed his cup down and stared at it, slowly turning it in its place.


  “What?”


  He looked up at her. “Wesley Clark as the suspect.”


  “I think so.”


  “Motive?”


  “Marital issues.”


  “And money.”


  “They’ve got tons of that,” Erika said, rolling her eyes.


  “Any idea about where it all came from?” He was probing to see what she knew, not wanting to reveal too much about the patient misdiagnosis scam. He liked Erika, but he’d already taken a slide on thin ice by telling Julia about the story and as a result, had landed flat on his ass. He wasn’t feeling very trusting at the moment.


  “Supposedly, he made a ton with his cancer research.”


  He nodded, pretending to consider her statement. She didn’t know anything. He’d hang on to his information for now.


  A few moments of silence passed as they thought and sipped, then Erika said, “Patrick, I need to tell you something.”


  He looked up at her.


  “I have nothing but respect for you…” She hesitated, and then, “I hope you know I’d never do anything to shaft you.”


  “I do,” he said. It was true: from day one, she’d been authentic and forthright as a colleague. “I’m not blaming you, Erika, and to be perfectly honest, I’ve got no one to blame but myself. I screwed up. Everything that followed was just a chain reaction.”


  She paused, then said, “So can I ask you a question?”


  He nodded.


  “What happened?”


  Patrick forced a laugh. “I think you already know that. I think everyone—”


  “No. I don’t mean what happened at the magazine. What happened to Patrick?”


  “Patrick sort of fell apart,” he said, looking down at his hands, fidgeting with a napkin.


  “It was like I was watching you one minute sitting on top of the world, and the next you’d fallen so far and so deep that nobody could find you.”


  He kept his eyes on the napkin, started tearing it into strips. “It’s a long story, Erika. And not a good one.”


  “I kind of figured.”


  “Yeah… I’m sure everyone did.”


  “I worried about you a lot,” she offered.


  “I’m sorry I never returned your calls. I meant to—”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t worry about that. I guess…” She smiled awkwardly “… I guess what I’m trying to say is that I cared then, and I still do now. A lot of people do.”


  He gazed at her, but it didn’t last—he looked away and said, “I really appreciate that.”


  She started tugging on a sleeve, her smile appearing reminiscent. “You know, when I first met you, I thought you were one of the coolest people. Ridiculously talented—I mean nobody could work a story like you—and yet, at the same time, you managed to stay so nice. So good-hearted. Everyone else was busy trying to step over each other, but you… you were different. You wanted to help. Seemed you put everyone else first.”


  “Yeah…” he said, his voice breaking, his napkin now a pile of shreds. “Didn’t seem to get me very far, did it? Feels like I got lost somewhere along the way.”


  She smiled a little. “Find your way back yet?”


  “I’m working on it.” But the words came out soft, flat, and utterly powerless. He thought he had been making progress, until Marybeth returned from the grave, and then everything started falling apart again.


  Now all he could see was a shattered mess.
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  “Hang on,” Patrick said the next day, switching his phone to the other ear, merging with rush hour traffic. “Okay, what’s up?”


  Tristan said, “I’m busting out of here.”


  “Legally, I hope.”


  “A little convict humor. I like that. Yeah, smart-ass, legally.”


  “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”


  “Although the food here is terrific, and the beds are as good as the Ritz-Carlton… Or was it San Quentin? I get those mixed up.”


  “Ah,” he said, “you with the convict humor, now. Glad the bump on your head left that intact.”


  “What humor? There was no humor.”


  “You know… sometimes you scare me.”


  “Yeah, I get that a lot. So can you do me a huge favor?”


  “What’s that?”


  “They say I need to have someone pick me up. Some bullshit about hospital rules. They suggested I call my loving brother.”


  “Oh, man. I’m never going to live that one down. So when’s the big day?”


  “About an hour.”


  “Seriously?” He glanced at his watch, then shook his head and sighed. “I’ll just put everything on hold and come right over.”


  “Thanks, bro. You’re the best.”
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  The orderly was rolling Tristan out in a wheelchair as Patrick pulled into the patient pickup zone. She appeared to be arguing with the guy. He tried to help her up, but true to form, she was already helping herself and on her way to the car.


  She settled into the front seat. The orderly poked his head through the window and said to Patrick, “You’ve got your hands full with this one.”


  “You’re gonna miss my ass once it’s gone,” she informed him.


  He turned around, walked away.


  “Still winning them over with the charisma, I see.”


  “This place makes me crazy,” she said, settling into her seat. “Get me away from here.”


  “And where exactly would away be?”


  “Hop on the 163 south. I’ll give you directions.”


  Patrick did.


  “So,” she said once they merged onto the freeway, “what’s the rest of your story?”


  He took his eyes off the road to give her a brief, confused look. “What do you mean, the rest?”


  “Well, I know you’re a reporter who isn’t sure if he has a job…”


  “Actually, status confirmed.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Like I said, long story.”


  “It just so happens I’ve got plenty of time. Spill it.”


  Patrick shot her a longer look. She returned one that offered no mercy.


  “Okay,” he said, “but here’s how it works. I tell my long story, you tell yours.”


  “You go first. Why’d you get the axe?”


  “I screwed up.”


  “Yeah. I got that. You don’t get shitcanned for getting things right. Specifics, please. What did you do?”


  “Nothing.”


  She turned her body completely toward him. “We’re not doing this again, are we?”


  “No, I mean, I stopped doing my work.” He could feel her interest sharpen. “A story I was covering brought up some bad memories. I lashed out, then got very depressed.” He turned to find her eyes searching his and broke away from them. He looked back at the road, hoping she’d leave it alone, not ask any more questions.


  “Okay. Next question,” she said, glancing into the side-view mirror.


  Damn… “Yes?”


  “Is there any particular reason why somebody’s tailing you?”


  Patrick shot his attention to the rearview, felt his nerves bristle, but saw nothing.


  Tristan said, “Lincoln Town Car, beige. Can’t make out the plates. It’s been on us since we pulled out of the hospital.”


  Patrick looked again, spotted it. “That’s, like, four cars back.”


  “Yeah, I know. That’s how they do it.”


  “How’d you notice it all the way back there?”


  “I’ve got some experience with this sort of stuff,” she said, watching in her mirror. “He’s been jockeying between the lanes, keeping you in sight.”


  Patrick’s sweaty palms were now stuck to the wheel. He loosened his grip. “Can you see the driver?”


  “The glare’s making it hard. A dude. Dark sunglasses. If you pull to the right and slow down some, maybe he’ll come closer.”


  Patrick decelerated, but so did the Town Car.


  “Nope,” she said. “Not playing nice.”


  “So what do I do now?”


  Tristan pointed ahead. “See the exit coming up? Get in the middle lane now. Slow down, and make sure the ramp’s clear. As soon as the nose of your car hits where the median starts, swerve like hell and get on the ramp like you just realized you’re about to miss your exit. He won’t have time to follow. When he passes, I’ll try to get a fix on the plates.”


  Patrick glanced in his rearview again, gave a quick nod.


  As they came to the ramp, Tristan said, “Now!”


  Patrick glanced in the passenger’s-side mirror, swerved over just in time. As he drove up the off-ramp, Tristan leaned her head out the window and gazed at the freeway. She read off the plates, then said, “Couldn’t see the driver.”


  “Can you write the numbers down for me?”


  She spotted the edge of his notebook sticking out from under the seat, reached for it, and Patrick’s heart hammered inside his chest. He didn’t know what to say—but it was too late, anyway. She already was reading. Helpless. Helpless. Helpless…


  Tristan stared, blinking a few times, her expression markedly changed, yet difficult to interpret. Then she flipped the page and said, “Got a pen?”


  “In the glove compartment,” he answered, cold sweat gathering on his forehead. He resisted wiping it away, fearing he’d draw her attention. Instead, he kept his unwavering attention on the road.


  She wrote the plates down, closed the notebook. Looked out the windshield, then back at him. When they locked gazes, something in her eyes made him very uncomfortable.


  “What?” he said, hearing the edginess creep into his voice.


  She pointed through the window but kept her eyes on him. “Light’s green.”


  Patrick swung his attention forward, hit the gas, made his turn.


  “So…” she said, gesturing at his notebook with the pen, “want to tell me what this is all about?”


  Caught. He fumbled over his words. “I… It’s just…”


  “Jealous wife? Boyfriend, even?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’ve obviously pissed someone off pretty royally if they’re riding your tail like this. You in some kind of trouble?”


  He quietly let the air out he’d been holding on to.


  She said, “Make a left here. We’ll take the side streets, just in case.” Then she waited with an expectant expression.


  “All I know is that someone’s been watching me.”


  “And you have no idea who.”


  “I honestly don’t,” he lied, instead telling her about the other incidents: his car at the beach, the mysterious shadowy figure at the hospital, the break-in at the cottage.


  “Make a right here. Any of this have to do with this story you’re working on? Maybe even someone from the job you mysteriously don’t have anymore?”


  “Maybe the story,” he said, “but I have no idea why.”


  Several streets later, Tristan said, “It’s up there on the right. The light blue place.”


  Patrick slowed down, rolled up, zeroed in on the sign out front. “You live in a halfway house?”


  She smiled her response.


  “You’re full of surprises.”


  “Look who’s talking, Mr. I’m Being Followed.”


  He frowned. She reached for the door handle, and Patrick said, “Not so fast, Bonnie.”


  She looked at him. “Does that make you Clyde?” She snorted.


  “Your long story? I believe you owe me one?”


  She leaned back into her seat, crossed her arms. “I got caught stealing.”


  “Stealing what?”


  She opened the door, got out, slammed it shut.


  “Excuse me,” he said through the window, “but I wasn’t done yet.”


  She rested her arms on the window ledge, leaned in, looked at him.


  “What did you steal?” he asked again.


  “You’ll get the rest of my story when I get the rest of yours.”


  “Wait a minute—”


  “Look, Ace, rule number one: you can’t bullshit a bullshitter. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m about the best there is, and you, my friend, are not. You can’t lie worth a damn. It’s written all over your face, and that’s a language I know better than what comes out of people’s mouths. I made a career out of it.”


  Patrick fell silent.


  “How those nurses didn’t see your load of crap a mile away is beyond me. Thanks for the lift, by the way. I owe you one.”


  And with that, she turned and headed up the sidewalk to the house.
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  As Patrick left Tristan’s place, his anxiety spiked, paranoia gnawing around the edges. His stalker was closing in. The thought sent the hairs straight up on his arms.


  A man. But what man? He tried to think about who he’d pissed off lately, and again Jocelyn Fairchild came to mind. Since a guy had been driving the Lincoln, the Hired Thug Theory seemed to fit. Then he considered another variable: what if the driver had been following Tristan and not him? With her off-color past, there was no telling what deviants she might attract.


  Curiosity gave him a nudge. He dialed Sully’s number, but as usual, got passed off to voicemail. “Need you to run something for me,” he said, leaving his message, reeling off the plate numbers. “Also, do me another one while you’re at it.” He gave Tristan’s name and age, asked Sully to do some checking on her as well.


  No more than a few seconds after hanging up, his phone rang. He was pleased that Sully was getting back so fast, then retracted the sentiment when he saw Erika’s number.


  “Got time to meet?” she said.


  He glanced at his watch. “Yeah. What’s up?”


  “A bunch of stuff, and you’ll want to know all of it.”
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  “They got a match on the bloodstains at Las Brisas,” Erika said before Patrick’s rear landed in its seat at the La Mesa Starbucks.


  “Pike’s actually releasing the results?”


  “Yeah, right,” she said with a combination eye roll and laugh. “No, I have a source.”


  “And?”


  “The doctor and his wife.”


  “As suspected,” he said, stirring his coffee, thoughts swirling in his head.


  “Matched the DNA to hair and toothbrush samples from the compound, I’m thinking.” She arched a brow. “And it gets better. They picked up a stain from a third, unidentified person.”


  “Now that’s completely unexpected,” he said; so too was the potent and visceral reaction scraping in his stomach. They were talking about Marybeth’s blood, and all at once, the reality of her death seemed that much more solid.


  “Patrick?”


  His attention snapped back.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah. Just thinking. With a third person involved, it raises the possibility of Wesley as a victim, not a suspect.”


  “That’s what I’m thinking.”


  “How much blood are we talking about here?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t know.”


  “But the third stain definitely points to a suspect.”


  “And a considerably aggressive struggle.”


  “How about the car at the garage, and our mysterious earring?”


  “Nothing yet.”


  Patrick stared into his cup. Now another emotion tugged at him: the discomfort of self-reproach, and it was reaching intolerable levels. Erika was working diligently to keep him in the loop, and he was working just as hard to keep her out of it. He made his decision and said, “Question for you.”


  Her eyes widened.


  “Ever hear anything about bad stuff going on at the clinic?”


  “Bad stuff as in…”


  “Untoward practices, conduct unbecoming, that sort of thing.”


  “There was a malpractice suit a few years ago, if I recall, but from what I understood, they settled out.”


  “There’s more to it than that.” He told her everything about Clark and Fairchild’s less-than-savory history, and the treatment scam they seemed to be running.


  “Wow,” she said after he’d finished.


  “I know.”


  “So, a disgruntled former patient or family member wanting revenge, maybe?”


  “Except that besides Jodie Silva I can’t find any others, and it seems like Tillsdale got what he wanted with the settlement.”


  “Unless someone else decided to bypass the legal route and take matters into their own hands,” she said. “But kill the wife, too?”


  “Maybe they thought two are better than one.”


  She went contemplative. “Speaking of two’s better than one, I wanted to run something by you.”


  “Shoot.”


  “You know, back in the day, you and I made a pretty good team the times we paired up.”


  “You kidding? We made a great team.”


  “What do you say we give it another go?”


  He gave her a curious smile.


  She was enticing him with hers. “We could kick some serious ass on this story.”


  “I’d love to, except there’s only one problem. It appears my services are no longer required at the magazine.”


  She raised her finger. “Ah, but I have a plan.”


  “Listening…”


  “What if I go to bat for you? What if I talk to Julia, tell her that you’re nailing this thing? That you have leads on the story nobody’s even come close to finding, and we can’t afford to let you go to the competition with them. What if I say I want to bring you in on this?”


  He shook his head. “I’ve been trying to convince her of that from the start.”


  She smiled. “But now you have me.”


  “And if she says no?”


  “Then we go our separate ways, write our own stories.” She shrugged. “Nobody has to know how we get our information, right?”


  Patrick glanced down at his hands then up at her. “You’d do all that?”


  “Hell yes, I would. In a heartbeat.”


  “But… why?”


  “Patrick…” She smiled as if he should have already known. “Because you’re one of the good guys.”
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  Patrick walked into the house. The dog did not look happy: he lifted his head, barely acknowledging his best friend’s presence, then dropped it down again.


  “Aw, jeez,” he said. “I’m so sorry, buddy.”


  Bullet regarded him with pitiful, neglected eyes.


  Patrick reached down to scratch the boy’s head. Bullet rolled onto his back, demanding a tummy rub as payment for Patrick’s sins.


  “Blame the mean guy who locked you in the closet,” Patrick said. “It’s all his fault, whoever the hell he is. I swear, I’ll make it up to you.”


  Bullet licked Patrick’s hand. Apology accepted.


  Then the dog followed him to the kitchen, appearing fully salvaged from his momentary desolation dive—maybe because of the can of dog food now in Patrick’s hand, maybe because he just loved his best buddy too much to stay upset. Patrick surrendered the food. Bullet wolfed it down. All was good.


  His phone rang.


  “Sully,” Patrick said, “run those plates for me?”


  “Yessir. But before I give you that, let me give you this.”


  “Lay it on me.”


  “Your girl Charlene and the Good Doctor? Looks like they were living in gold-plated sin.”


  “Huh?”


  “No record they were ever married.”


  “Wait. What?”


  “True story. Nothing on record, unless they got hitched outside the US.”


  Pike had to know about this, which made Patrick wonder again what other information the detective was keeping to himself.


  “Oh, and by the by?” Sully said. “This ain’t Wesley Clark’s first rodeo.”


  “Huh?”


  “Guy’s been married before.”


  “When?”


  “In 1969, to a woman named Lorna Lee Stockard, in Austin, Texas.”


  “When was the divorce?” Patrick said, scribbling her name.


  “No divorce.”


  Patrick stopped writing. “They’re still married?”


  “Well, technically, no.”


  “Huh?


  “Technically, she’s dead.”


  “Don’t tell me she was…”


  “No, no. Suicide. In 1989.”


  Patrick noted the date. “Where?”


  “Down in the Bayou. Place called Choctaw Lake.”


  “Interesting,” Patrick said, thinking, and then, “How about those tag numbers? Find anything?”


  “Nothing that’ll help. It’s a bad number. Whatever car it belonged to has been out of commission for years. These are junkyard plates, probably. Oldest trick in the book.”


  “What about Tristan Reynolds? What did you find on her?”


  “What didn’t I find? Girl’s a hot mess. A few breaking and entering charges, check forging, an assault charge… you name it. After her last rendezvous with the law, judge gave her one last chance. Strict probation. So far, she’s been keeping her nose clean. Or at least keeping her activities quiet.”


  “What was the last charge?”


  Patrick heard keys clicking, and Sully singing the words to “Jailhouse Rock.”


  “Are you looking or singing?” Patrick said.


  “Hang on. I’m checking.” The keys stopped clicking. “Looks like it was another theft charge. Just more of the same.”


  “Thanks, Sully.”


  “Who’s she to you, anyway?”


  “Just somebody I’m looking at.” It wasn’t exactly a lie—more a lie of omission. “Appreciate the info. Gotta run.”


  “Whoa, not so fast there, Speed Racer.”


  “What?”


  “Status update, please. Feeling okay? You sound a little better.”


  “Better in some ways, not so much in others, but I’m working on it.”


  “Good. Keep doing that.”


  “I promise. And thanks again, Sully.”


  Patrick hung up, stared at his notes. “Lorna Lee Stockard. Did he kill her, too?”


  The notes didn’t answer.


  But his intuition did. The statement started as nothing more than a frustrated sarcasm but swiftly took root, blossoming into a distinct possibility. If Wesley were in fact a viable suspect in Charlene’s murder, who was to say he wasn’t expressing a pattern?


  Searching through online archives, Patrick pulled up an obituary from Lorna’s death: everything Sully had told him—except for one thing.


  Mother of Bridget Clark


  A daughter? The guy wasn’t just loaded with cash; it seemed he was banking a few secrets, too.


  Searching for info on Bridget and Lorna Clark scored him a string of goose eggs, so he took the old-school approach and called the Choctaw sheriff’s department. A receptionist with a high-pitched, nasally voice dumped him straight into voicemail for a detective named Jim Dotson. Patrick left a message.


  He looked at Bullet: the dog was staring.


  “What?”


  The tail flapped.


  Patrick flashed him a winky smile.


  The tail flapped harder.


  “How ’bout some of that time I promised?”


  Bullet leaped up and gave him a Tongue Shot. Patrick winced, wiping the dog slobber from his face. “You know I’ve got nothing but crazy love for you, pal, but the slop-tongue routine’s gotta go.”


  Bullet tilted his head.


  Patrick’s phone rang. Erika calling.


  “Got something,” she said, out of breath. “Actually, two things. Lab results are in on the blood on the earring and in the Bentley. Both came from Charlene Clark.”


  Marybeth’s blood.


  She went on, “None of Wesley’s blood in the garage, only at Las Brisas. And then there’s the third sample; still nothing on that.”


  “Maybe Jocelyn Fairchild’s?”


  She laughed. “Interesting you’d bring that up just now. Ready for this?” She didn’t wait for his answer. “The state is shutting down the Clark-Fairchild Center.”


  “Really…” Patrick mused. “Can’t say it shocks the hell out of me… but wow, anyway.”


  “They’re moving in right now,” Erika said, with a tone Patrick recognized: a hungry reporter on the hunt.


  “You headed there?” he asked.


  “I am so there.”


  “Make it a date?”


  “You bring the wine, I’ll bring the cheese.”


  As he hung up the phone, he looked down.


  The dog was watching him with sad and abandoned eyes again.


  “Oh, God,” Patrick said, remembering his previous commitment. The guilt was epic. He was the worst dog-father ever to walk the earth.


  Bullet dropped his head in utter dismay.


  “I’m sorry, buddy. I’m trying to pull it together. I really am.”


  The dog added a soft, pitiful groan.


  “Oh, jeez. Please. Don’t do this.”


  The dog gave him another Tongue Shot.


  Patrick wiped the spit from his face, nodding to his defeat. “I’ll let that one slide. I totally deserved it.”
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  Clark-Fairchild looked a lot different than it had at his last visit. The swanky, relaxed atmosphere had shifted into full chaos, front doors standing wide open, officials busily moving in and out, press swarming like frantic flies over fresh-tossed roadkill. Patrick spotted Erika perched on a wall off to the side, taking brisk notes.


  “What a mess,” he said, sitting beside her. He pulled off his sunglasses and surveyed the turmoil.


  “It is that.” Erika flipped a page, continued writing.


  “And our guest of honor?”


  “Apparently still hiding inside. We’re waiting.”


  “And may be for a while.”


  She pointed to a guy by the entrance, camera gripped tightly in hand. “That’s my photog. If she comes out, I charge the crowd like a five-year-old jacked up on Pop-Tarts.”


  “Still no word yet on why they’re closing it down?”


  She went back to her notes, shook her head. “Supposed to give us a statement at some point.”


  All at once, reporters surged toward the doors as Jocelyn Fairchild materialized in the entrance. Erika took off and tore through the crowd; Patrick followed.


  Fairchild looked less than pleased by the reception. Her trademark faux smile was gone, replaced by a dour frown. She dropped her chin to her chest, trying to hide her face, then charged through the crowd as flashbulbs popped and reporters hurled questions from every direction. Fairchild ignored them and kept moving, and the press followed her all the way to the parking lot. The doctor dropped into her spanking new Limited Edition Ferrari Berlinetta. Seconds later, the sports car revved with fury, then swerved from its reserved spot, nearly mashing a cluster of camera-snapping reporters in the process.


  “Nice work if you can get it,” Erika said, staring at the car as it squealed from the lot. A few reporters attempted to catch up on foot before it turned into the street, but they were no match for a half-million-dollar Italian sports car… or a driver hell-bent on getting away.


  Patrick turned toward the building and saw more investigators exiting, loaded up with storage boxes. Soon after, a man came out and stood at the top of the entrance steps: short and heavyset, wearing a suit and hardly any hair. Wire-rimmed glasses. Very serious expression.


  “Okay. We’re going to make this quick, folks,” he said, straining to shout above the noise. “I have a brief statement, but I’m afraid there won’t be time for questions. We’ll hold a more in-depth news conference later, once the investigation’s complete.”


  The crowd grumbled.


  “This morning,” he continued, “after a lengthy investigation, the California Department of Health Services ordered the closing of the Clark-Fairchild Cancer Treatment Center, which is in violation of state law and health codes, including administering unapproved treatments to patients. No questions right now,” he added as hands began waving. “We’ll have an update for you as soon as possible.”


  The crowd broke into spontaneous chatter. The man headed back inside.


  Erika turned to Patrick with a reflective expression.


  Patrick said, “I’m thinking we’re still missing one thing.”


  She raised a questioning brow.


  “A body,” he said.
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  A body, indeed.


  Without one, there was no way to determine for sure if Wesley Clark was a victim or suspect, or for that matter if Fairchild was a coconspirator or double murderer.


  So many questions drifted through Patrick’s mind, much like the scattered ashes of that long-ago fire—one that only answers could finally put out.


  On his way home, he stopped at La Jolla Cove, thinking about the one person who had those answers, and again how all this could possibly be related to that fire.


  As the waves came tumbling in, so too did his memories of that last night they spent together. Along with those words Marybeth whispered. Words he would never understand.


  Never forget.


  It was a Friday evening, and as with many college campuses, the weekend had unofficially started the night before. Many students spent the day skipping class and sleeping off their Thursday night hangovers. By around seven p.m., the dorm was steadily rocking its way back to life, stereos blasting, bottles clanging, rowdy voices echoing down the hall.


  Marybeth was off on a mandatory weekend canoe trip for an environmental class. She had only been gone a few hours, and already he felt as if his oxygen supply had been cut off, his life suddenly filled with inexplicable emptiness. The wild antics throughout the dorm weren’t helping any; they only seemed to reinforce his loneliness. He didn’t belong here, didn’t fit in.


  He lay in bed reading—or at least trying to—surrounded by shrieking voices, loud music, and heavy wall banging. Then his door blasted open. He nearly jumped out of his skin.


  A guy and girl stumbled in, laughing, clearly intoxicated. They didn’t seem to realize they were in the wrong room as they groped one another and blearily locked lips. Until they saw Patrick sitting upright on the bed.


  They looked at him with vacant expressions, then at each other. She let out a tiny hiccup-filled giggle, which he complemented with a loud, hearty belch. They both erupted into hysterical laughter and staggered from the room; Patrick could hear them cackling all the way down the hall.


  He shut the door, turned toward his bed, feeling even lonelier.


  Then another knock.


  “Jeez,” he said, yanking the door open. “The rooms have numbers on them. Can’t you guys find your damned—”


  Marybeth stood in the doorway, in full camping attire, looking positively amazing. “I couldn’t go,” she said with a tiny shrug and smile. “I couldn’t stand being without you. Is that okay?”


  “It’s more than okay,” Patrick said, beaming. He slid his arm around the curve of her waist and pulled her close.


  “Yeah?” she said, her lips barely touching his. Patrick breathed her in, and his knees nearly buckled when she kissed him. She closed her eyes and whispered, “Show me.”


  And he did; he showed her how much he did indeed want her as he pulled her even closer and delivered a deep, passionate kiss. And they kept kissing as he placed a firm hand on her waist, gently backing her up. At the foot of his bed, Marybeth undid his jeans and he coaxed the T-shirt over his head. After carefully lowering her to lay atop the covers, he finished undressing her, unable to take his eyes away, lost in her beauty—she was so amazingly beautiful.


  She buried her mouth against his neck as he eased himself on top of her, and as he entered her, they both cried out, Marybeth bringing her hips to meet his and moaning with pleasure, Patrick unable to get enough of her. His thoughts were getting blurry, every sense heightened and raging with wild intensity.


  At the height of their lovemaking, Patrick brushed her hair back with a hand and met her eyes. He wanted to remember every second of this. Watching her was glorious as they moved in perfect unison against each other, dissolving into the moment, making the rest of the world disappear. There was nothing else. There was just the two of them, creating pleasure he never knew could exist.


  “Patrick. Oh, Patrick…” Marybeth said, looking into his eyes, her breaths fast and delicate. She didn’t say anything else; she didn’t have to. He was feeling the same way, and there were no words to describe it.


  And just when he thought it couldn’t get any better, it did, as their bodies simultaneously culminated with intense and satisfying climaxes.


  Afterward, they lay together, her head resting on his chest, gazing up at him.


  Suddenly, Patrick smiled.


  “What are you thinking right now?” she said with a playful grin.


  He took in a deep, sustaining breath and let it out. “That I never knew it could be this way. You are so amazing and so good for me, Marybeth… so very, very good in every way.”


  Something shifted in her expression—something that transformed the moment, taking it someplace else; he couldn’t tell where, but all he saw was darkness. And in that moment, the face he thought he knew so well changed, and he was staring into the eyes of a stranger. Maybe older, maybe tired, but definitely so very sad.


  He said, “Baby, what’s wrong?”


  She looked even sadder. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m not good for you.”


  He lifted his head slightly, thought he saw a dark shadow moving through her eyes; she closed them and said, “You don’t know everything about me.”


  “But I know everything I need to know.”


  She buried her face in his neck, breathed in and said, “No. You don’t. But I love you for loving me, anyway.”


  And as he began falling asleep, she whispered in a voice so small he could barely hear it, “I did a very bad thing.”


  The next morning when he awoke, she had already left the room. He didn’t see her again until just before the fire. And by the time he remembered those words, she was already gone. Lost forever.


  So too, it seemed, was the meaning of her final message.


  Patrick watched waves slam violently into the rocks, shattering through the air like tiny bits of green, broken glass. Now more than ever, he wondered if those words were somehow connected to her murder.


  And whether she’d finally been punished for her bad thing.
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  Patrick’s phone went off just as he was about to turn the ignition and leave the beach.


  “Detective Jim Dotson,” the voice from the Bayou said, gruff, rushed, and steeped in a southern drawl.


  “Detective, thanks for the callback.”


  “So, Lorna Clark. That’s a blast from the past. Something new with her?”


  “The interest is actually in her former husband. His current wife’s been murdered, and he’s missing.”


  There was dead silence on the line.


  Patrick checked the screen to be sure they were still connected. They were. “Detective?”


  “Yeah. Still here,” Dotson said through a troubled sigh.


  “Something wrong?”


  “I hope to God he didn’t kill another one.”


  His answer was hardly a surprise, but still it managed to rattle Patrick. He struggled to sound otherwise. “I understood that Lorna killed herself.”


  “That’s what they ruled, yeah. But I never bought that.”


  “What’s your reason?”


  “How many would you like?”


  “I’d like all of them.”


  “For starters, we found her hanging down the side of the house.”


  “Sounds sort of unconventional,” Patrick said.


  “I thought so. Rope was tied to a bar just beneath the window, hands cuffed behind her back.”


  “Cuffed? How is that a suicide?”


  Patrick heard a chair creak. It seemed that Dotson was settling in for the conversation. “You see it sometimes. People use restraints to keep themselves from changing their minds in the moment. Cuffs are easier to manage than rope. Hard to tie a knot behind your back. So in theory, all she had to do was take a leap out the window, and the show was over. The handcuffs alone weren’t necessarily a red flag. Hanging down the side of the house was odd too, but again…”


  “It sounds like something else was,” Patrick said, taking furious notes.


  “There was plenty more. The life insurance policy he’d upped substantially a few months before she died, the marital problems, plus the financial mess they were in—those were definite red flags.”


  “All possible motives,” Patrick acknowledged. “But any evidence?”


  “There was. I just couldn’t get to it.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “Bridget had it all.”


  “The daughter?” Patrick furrowed his brow. “Was she involved?”


  “No, no, but she was scared half to death of him and, oddly enough, she was his alibi. They were supposedly at the movies at the time Lorna died.”


  “Could they prove it?”


  “They had receipts for the tickets, yeah. He dropped her off at a girlfriend’s house on the way back. Said he came home and found Lorna dead. At least the poor kid didn’t have to see her mother like that. We pulled the body down before we sent a car for Bridget.”


  Patrick waited. Sometimes silence was the best question.


  Dotson continued. “She was like a scared little rabbit. Silent, staring at the floor… I talked with Dr. Clark in the living room. When we finished, I sent for her. He was leaving the room, and she was coming in. He had his back to me so I couldn’t see his face, but I could see hers, and when she looked at him…” He sighed down the phone line. “I saw fear on that little girl’s face. Actually, it was worse than that. It was absolute sickly terror.”


  “You think he gave her a warning?”


  “I know he did. Like I said, I didn’t see his face, but I didn’t have to. The message was written all over hers.”


  Patrick felt goose bumps rise on his arm and tried to rub them away. He knew what it was like to fear a parent day in, day out. He’d lived it. He took in a deep breath, tried keeping his emotions in check. Went on. “So what happened once you got her in the room?”


  “Exactly what I expected: absolutely nothing. God as my witness, that kid was terrified into silence.”


  “So, in the end, you had nothing.”


  “I had zilch. My only chance of proving his guilt was locked up inside a very frightened little girl. Can’t use an evil look as evidence in court. Even the coroner’s report worked against me. No bruises or marks on Lorna’s skin, no evidence of a struggle. All consistent with suicide.”


  “So, what ended up happening to Bridget?”


  “I worried like hell about that kid. Being forced to hide your mother’s murder—one your own father committed—doesn’t come without a price.”


  “Was there one?” Patrick asked, feeling profound sadness for a child he’d never met but already thought he understood.


  “There sure was. She started losing her mind. A few months after Lorna’s death, we found her wandering around town late one night. Wouldn’t talk, didn’t even seem to know where she was. And she had bruises all around her neck.”


  “From what?”


  “Never found out. Wouldn’t tell us.”


  “Did you suspect she was using drugs?”


  “At first we thought maybe, but when Clark came to pick her up, he gave us permission to test her. She was clean. Then things just got worse.”


  “In what way?”


  “Late one afternoon, a gym teacher walked into the girls’ locker room and heard someone moaning, so she ran in to investigate.”


  “What did she find there?”


  “Blood.”


  “Where?” The goose bumps had now taken up residency on the back of Patrick’s neck. He tried to rub those away, too. No luck.


  “Everywhere,” Dotson said in a grim voice. “She followed a trail of it to one of the stalls and nearly passed out when she pulled the curtain open. Found Bridget curled up in a ball on the floor, in a pool of blood. Apparently, she’d stolen a knife from art class.”


  “She killed herself?”


  “No. She was still alive. The blood was coming from under both arms. She’d sliced herself up something awful.”


  The goose bumps had subsided, replaced by frosty chills shooting through Patrick’s entire body.


  “By the time paramedics arrived, that shower looked like a damned bloodbath. Stunk like one, too. Bridget just laid there on her side, cheek to the tile, eyes wide open, while they tried cleaning her up. No sign of emotion. I don’t think she had any left.”


  “Poor kid,” Patrick said.


  “But there was more,” Dotson said gravely.


  Patrick had been hoping there wouldn’t be.


  “The blood wasn’t just on the floor.”


  Patrick’s voice was shaky and reluctant. “I’m not following.”


  “She’d used it to write a message.”


  “A message…” Patrick wasn’t asking questions anymore—he was just repeating what Dotson said, in astonishment.


  “Actually, it was a word. Written in blood. Everywhere. All over the bathroom walls.”


  Blood and words: two things Patrick knew intimately, and tragically, all too well. The connection rendered him silent for a long moment. Trying to steady his voice, he managed to say, “What was the word, Detective?”


  Jim Dotson paused, and then said, “Damned.”


  For a long moment, silence fell on both ends of the line.


  Patrick’s voice was still trembling when he said, “So what happened after that?”


  “Well, Bridget’s mental breakdown drew a lot more attention than Wesley’d hoped for—or could stand—but now folks around here were starting to wonder what was really going on inside that house. Everywhere he went, heads would turn, not to mention the dirty looks. He couldn’t take the heat any longer. A few weeks later, he packed it up and left town.”


  “Just left? To where?”


  “As far the hell away from here as he could get. Opened up a small practice somewhere in Illinois.”


  “But what about Bridget?”


  Dotson made a disgusted sound deep in his throat. “Bridget Clark now calls a private Illinois mental hospital her home. Wesley dumped her there after he left town.”


  “He found a way to shut her up.”


  “While destroying any credibility she had left about the murder. From what I hear, there’s not much left of Bridget Clark’s mind these days—Wesley did an outstanding job destroying it. Swear to God, that man’s a special brand of evil. As if murdering his wife wasn’t heinous enough, he sacrificed his own daughter’s life to cover it up. Lord have mercy on anyone who stands in his way—because if they do, they sure as hell won’t ever live to talk about it.”
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  Patrick was still holding on to the phone but could barely feel it; his fingertips were numb, and Dotson’s final words lingered on his mind like the stain of cold blood.


  Lilliana began laying the groundwork, but the detective nailed it firmly in place. Wesley Clark’s dark side was taking shape—ugly, controlling, and dangerous. Now Patrick knew without a doubt that Marybeth had indeed fallen in with the wrong man—one who probably took her life after she got in his way. How, he wasn’t sure, but he was determined to figure it out.


  And more than ever, Patrick had to get Clark’s former employee, Helene Lockhart, to speak with him. With the clinic recently shut down, and knowing what he did now, it was entirely possible he’d heard fear talking before she hung up on him. Her answer had been definitive, but Patrick had made a career out of turning no into yes. The only thing he had to lose was his pride, and at this stage, there wasn’t much of that left, anyway.


  On his way to Helene’s office, he thought about calling Tristan. She knew how the criminal mind worked—after all, she had one herself, and it was about as sharp and intuitive as any he’d ever seen. He grabbed his cell, was about to get her number, but stopped after having second thoughts. Did he really want to get her involved? Did he even feel he knew her well enough to call? He threw his phone onto the seat, drove on.
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  He walked up to the receptionist’s counter. A young woman was busy talking on the phone: attractive, twentyish, brunette. Pink headband, pink cheeks. The most perfect teeth Patrick had ever seen. She didn’t appear to be on a professional call; she appeared to be on an argument-with-a-boyfriend call. During the five minutes Patrick had to stand and listen, he learned the beau’s name was Trevor. Apparently, Trevor was facing some hard time in the doghouse. Patrick eyed the nameplate that said Kirsten. As Kirsten hung up, she gave Patrick a brooding look, as if his arrival were a disruptive nuisance.


  Patrick endeavored to be friendly: “I’m looking for Helene Lockhart.”


  “Do you have an appointment?” Kirsten challenged.


  “Nope.” He smiled. “Just dropping by.”


  Kirsten picked up the phone as if it weighed a hundred pounds and said, “Your name?”


  “I’m a friend.”


  “Your name.”


  “Patrick,” he said, hoping he could get away with just that.


  “Your full name,” she demanded. The glare went flinty.


  “Bannister.”


  “Please have a seat,” she said, and kept the fisheye on him until he did.


  About ten minutes later—just as Patrick was about to give up—Helene came out, but her demeanor wasn’t much better than the receptionist’s. Keeping a stern eye on Patrick, but speaking to Kirsten, she said, “I’m going to step outside for a moment. I won’t be long.”


  Kirsten was back on the phone, tearing Trevor a new one, her hands flailing. She didn’t bother looking up.


  As soon as they reached the hallway, Helene’s expression hiked up in severity; so, too, did her tone of voice. “I already told you, I do not want to talk!”


  “I’m sorry,” Patrick said. “I’m really—”


  “No. Apparently, you’re not. You cannot come to my work and do this. You cannot. Do you understand?”


  “At least please tell me why you won’t help me.”


  She crossed her arms, looked up and down the hallway, and through an urgent whisper said, “Because the guy scares the hell out of me.”


  “All the more reason to talk,” Patrick said. “People could be in danger.”


  “You don’t have to tell me that. I’ve been—” She stopped herself abruptly, as if realizing she’d already said too much.


  “Tell me,” Patrick pleaded. “Please. He’ll never know you spoke to me. I just need information. No quotes. I won’t even print your name.”


  She shook her head but not in a way that meant no—rather, as if she were frustrated, perhaps even wavering.


  “Please,” Patrick tried again. “I’m desperate, Ms. Lockhart. He may not even be alive, and even if he is, he won’t know you spoke to me. I promise. I can assure it.”


  Helene met his pleading gaze and held it for a long moment, as if measuring his sincerity. Then she surprised him by saying, “Fine. I’ll do it.”


  Patrick leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and said, “Thank you.”


  “I’ll meet you after work. There’s a park up the road. Navajo Canyon. I’ll be there at five-fifteen, exactly. If you’re not on time, I’m out of there.”
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  Navajo Canyon Park sat at the edge of a southward-facing cliff. On a clear day, you could see the Coronado Bay Bridge, sometimes even as far as Mexico. Not a particularly busy place, but Patrick assumed that was why Helene had chosen it. She was taking no chances at being found out.


  He parked and waited. A few minutes later, a Toyota Camry pulled into the lot with personalized plates reading, LUVANRN. Still wearing her uniform, Helene hurried briskly through the lot, eyes nervously scanning the area. Patrick caught up with her at the foot of a hiking trail.


  “Let’s walk,” she said, not stopping or looking at him.


  About forty feet later, she said, “I hope to God that bastard’s really dead. For everyone’s sake.”


  Patrick waited. She would not have come this far if she didn’t plan to tell him what she knew.


  After another twenty feet in silence, Helene looked back to make sure nobody was there, and then began. “About a week before my scheduled testimony, someone broadsided my car into a guardrail. I ended up at the bottom of a canyon.”


  “How badly were you hurt?”


  “Severe concussion, cracked pelvis, other broken bones.” She drew in a deep, shaky breath. “I almost died. I was in the hospital for over a month.”


  “Enough to keep you out of court,” he said.


  “Forever was the plan, I’m sure of it. Luckily, they settled the case.”


  “And you think it was Clark who ran you off the road?”


  She shook her head. “I never saw the driver. It happened too fast. The last thing I saw was the guardrail coming at me, but I’m sure he was behind it.”


  “And no witnesses?”


  “It was out in Pine Valley. Too dark, and the road was lightly traveled. It was all very well planned.”


  “I can see why you were afraid to talk to me.”


  “I’ve managed to steer clear of that bastard all these years, and I have no intention of getting in his way now.” She stopped walking and leveled her eyes with his. “I don’t want to put my life in danger ever again. I feel like I’m taking a huge risk even talking to you now.”


  “You’ll be safe. I promise.”


  She regarded him for a moment, then turned and began walking back to the trailhead, arms crossed. His time with her was running short.


  He followed and asked, “So what was your testimony going to be about?”


  “I knew about his affair with Dr. Fairchild.”


  “How?”


  “That was how all this started. I walked in while they were lip-locked in his office. I was coming in to put some reports away. It was late, and I thought they’d already gone home for the day. Imagine my surprise.”


  “And theirs.”


  “Especially theirs. They were not happy about it. I knew I’d just involuntarily signed my pink slip. I was right: for the next few weeks, the warnings started coming in about my job performance.”


  “Just because of that?”


  “You bet.” Her tone was bitter. “I had ten years of excellent performance reviews, so they needed to get their ducks in a row. They sabotaged me. Then, lo and behold, on a Friday afternoon, I was handed my walking papers, escorted out of the building by security, paraded in front of all the employees like some damned pariah.” She groaned. “It was so humiliating.”


  “But how was this relevant to the malpractice suit?”


  “When the plaintiff’s attorney interviewed me after I was fired, I told her about the affair. And the records.”


  “What records?”


  “The ones that disappeared.”


  Patrick shook his head.


  “I’m sure you saw on the news the other day about the center being shut down—it all stemmed from that. Word is they’ve been falsifying clinical trial data on a new drug they were giving patients.”


  “Can that be done?”


  “Hell, yes. It’s easy. And it happens a lot more frequently than people realize.”


  “So, where are the records?”


  “I have no idea,” she said, “but after the center got subpoenaed, about half were missing.”


  “And they got away with that?”


  “It was a helluva lot better to have missing data than falsified records, if you know what I mean. One’s a crime, the other’s just a mistake.”


  “And your testimony?”


  “I was the one who maintained the paperwork for all clinical trials, and I knew it like the back of my hand. I noticed that files were missing. My testimony was to verify approximately when that happened.”


  “Did you mention it to anyone at the time?”


  “To Dr. Clark.”


  “And?”


  Her smile was ironic. “After I caught Clark and Fairchild together, the first complaint they filed on me was that I’d lost the records.”


  “Convenient.”


  “Very.”


  “So it would have been your word against theirs at the malpractice trial.”


  “Exactly. But I had something else that would have nailed the case shut.”


  “Other evidence?”


  She nodded. “I saw Clark leave the building with those records the night before I was fired. When I stepped into the elevator, he was there, and he gave me one of those deer-in-the-headlights looks. At first, I thought maybe he just felt awkward being alone with me—you know, after I’d caught him and Fairchild together—but my instinct told me it was more than that. He seemed a little too nervous. I’m a mother. I can spot these things.”


  Patrick smiled.


  “So, on the way down, I look at my feet—you know, trying to avoid eye contact, appear casual—and that’s when I notice a box on the floor, and he’s standing right in front of it, which I thought was strange. Like he was trying to hide it.”


  “How did you know they were the records?”


  “It was one of those boxes where even when you close both flaps, there’s still a gap down the middle, and I could see inside. The hard copies of our patient reports were very distinct—light pink—and since I maintained them…”


  “You had no doubt.”


  “None whatsoever. We had a very strict policy: trial reports were never allowed to leave the building, and that’s exactly where he went with them, straight out to the parking lot.”


  “And he had no idea you knew what was in the box?”


  “If he did, he probably would have pretended he was taking them to the administrative wing and waited until I was gone.”


  “I can see why he didn’t want you taking the stand.”


  She gave him a grave look, turned her head forward. “And it didn’t end there. After the case settled, he wanted to make sure I kept my mouth shut forever. I got another warning.”


  “Did he hurt you again?”


  “Not physically, no, but this was worse. He got inside my head.”


  “How?”


  “I went to my daughter’s school one day to pick her up from cheerleading practice. As I pulled up, I saw she was standing out front talking to someone. A man.”


  “It was him?”


  She closed her eyes, nodded. “My heart dropped into my stomach. Seeing him was bad enough. Seeing him with my daughter, well… I don’t have to tell you what it did to me.”


  “I can only imagine.”


  “I’d never been so damned frightened before in my life. After the accident, I knew what he was capable of.” Helene stopped walking and tears welled in her eyes. “I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to hurt my baby.”


  Patrick turned and placed a hand on her shoulder, keeping silent, then very softly he said, “What happened next…?”


  Speaking through heavy breaths now, she said, “I ran up to them. I ran so fast, and I pulled Chelsea away. Clark just stood there with that awful, creepy grin. I could have sworn the temperature dropped about ten degrees outside… It was so awful.” She stopped, began sobbing.


  Patrick waited while Helene tried to compose herself.


  She continued, “Just as I turned to go, that bastard leaned over and with all the calm in the world, whispered in my ear, ‘Be careful what you say, Helene, or next time you won’t find her waiting.’ ”


  Patrick shook his head, said nothing.


  “You wanted to know why I didn’t want to talk to you?” She nodded with conviction. “That, Mr. Bannister, is the reason.”


  “I get it.”


  “God as my witness, if he finds out I talked to you… If anything happens to my daughter, I swear I will hunt you down. Now don’t ever contact me again.”


  And with that, Helene Lockhart left him standing on the trail.


  Chapter Forty-One


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  The skies were turning dark, the air cold and damp, but they were no match for Patrick’s mental unrest. He got what he wanted from Helene but didn’t like it one bit. Wesley Clark was a dangerous sociopath. Patrick thought about his stalker. Clark could be the one behind it all, and if he and Fairchild were in fact working together, it left little doubt.


  Patrick ran a hand over his face, took in a steadying breath. It was late and he was drained. He needed to give this a rest before it consumed him. All he wanted to do now was go home, try to get some sleep.


  But as he pulled into the driveway, he found reinvigoration through fear. The light was on in his living room, and he didn’t remember leaving it that way. In his scattered state, it was possible he’d simply forgotten, but after all the disturbing stories about Wesley, the sight sent a sharp chill spiking up his back.


  That uneasiness jumped higher as he eased through the rear door and heard the TV on. Even more troubling, Bullet was nowhere in sight.


  Patrick padded softly into the kitchen, wrinkling his nose at an odd burning smell. He slid his biggest knife out of the storage block and cautiously slunk along one wall toward the archway into the living room. Gradually, he peered around the wall.


  And saw Tristan relaxing in his easy chair, reclining all the way back, watching TV. She reached into a bowl of popcorn and tossed a piece to Bullet, who caught the morsel in his mouth.


  “I was wondering when you’d get home,” Tristan said, eyes still fixed on the screen. She reached for some more popcorn, threw another piece to Bullet. The dog wasn’t looking at Patrick either: he was all about the popcorn. Tristan regarded Patrick for a split second, turned toward the TV again. Speaking and chewing, she said, “Nice knife.”


  Patrick could feel the annoyance spreading fast and wide across his face. Arms drawn tightly against his sides, voice unyielding, he said, “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “Huh?”


  “I said, what the hell are you doing here?”


  “What does it look like I’m doing?” she said, speaking around a mouthful of popcorn. “I came to visit. You weren’t here, so I waited.”


  “You broke in.”


  “Technically, no. I came in through the doggie door.” She threw Bullet another kernel. “You need to get rid of that thing, by the way. We call those Burglars’ Delights.”


  “Right there.”


  “What?”


  “Right there is where I have the problem.”


  She pinched her brows, shook her head.


  Patrick stepped forward, his annoyance flashing to anger. He took a seat across from her, pressed his palms together, and gave her a long, searching stare. “What makes you think you can just let yourself into my house without permission?”


  “I didn’t think it would be—”


  “Tristan,” he interrupted, “you cannot just barge into my home.”


  “I wasn’t barging, I was just—”


  “Yes. You are in my house. Illegally.”


  Her body stiffened, so did her expression. She grabbed the remote and put the TV on mute. “I don’t see what the big freakin’ deal is. Why get all bent up over it?”


  “I’m just telling you how it is. There are boundaries, and you’ve just crossed one.”


  “Boundaries?”


  “Yes. I don’t know where you come from, but around here we knock before we enter, and if the person doesn’t answer we walk away. We do not break and enter.”


  “Where I come from?” she said, firming her posture. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


  When Patrick didn’t answer, she stared at him for a long moment. Then, placing one hand on each arm of the chair, she hoisted the recliner forward. As soon as her feet hit the floor, she set her jaw, carefully enunciating each word. “Let me ask you this, Mr. Where I Come From, when people break and enter, do they load the pile of dishes from your kitchen sink into your dishwasher? Do they take out the trash that’s overflowing onto the floor?”


  “That’s not the point.”


  She stood up, pointed at Bullet. “And do they feed your dog, refill his water, and take him for a nice walk? Do they do that?”


  Patrick looked away and brushed a hand across his face.


  She smiled, but there was no humor—it was fury. “You know what? Fuck you, Patrick. Fuck you and your stupid house, and your stupid boundaries—”


  “Tristan, stop—”


  “No. YOU stop,” she shouted, jabbing her finger at him.


  “You just don’t get it. I—”


  “Oh, I totally get it. I get that in my ridiculous, stupid, naïve way, I actually thought we could be friends.”


  “Tristan, it’s not like—”


  “It’s exactly like that!” she said, then glared at him a moment longer, eyes wide, mouth trembling. She turned around, stomped to the door, and said, “And you want to know the worst part? The worst part is that I actually thought you gave a damn about me. God! I’m such an idiot.”


  “I do give a—”


  “Shut the fuck up!” she shouted, tears streaming down her scarred face. “You don’t. You have no idea what it feels like to live your whole damned life on the outside, looking in. You don’t know because you’ve never been there!”


  “That’s not true…”


  She was smiling anger through her tears, and in a broken, quivering voice said, “Don’t. Make. Me. Laugh.”


  “Tristan, please.”


  “I’m sorry for invading your home, Patrick, but I’m even more sorry for thinking you were any better than the others.” She spun around. “Turns out, you’re not.”


  She slammed the door behind her when she left.
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  The cold, damp air had worked its way into an evening downpour. Patrick sat out back in a tattered lawn chair, staring into darkness, rain pouring through his hair, down his face, dripping off his nose.


  He barely noticed.


  He wanted it to rinse away the pain, to cleanse him, to make him new again. All he wanted was something other than hurt. He wondered why everything good in his life went away—or why he chased it away. Why the only things that ever lasted were the bad.


  He buried his face in his hands, and the rain fell harder, pelting the back of his neck.


  Something cold bumped his arm. He turned to find Bullet sitting and staring stoically at him, his fur sodden.


  “Go inside, boy,” Patrick said, “Get out of the storm.”


  Bullet stayed firm and unwavering; so did his solemn expression as the showers drenched him.


  “Go on!” Patrick yelled, his tears mixing with rain, his voice breaking. “Just go!”


  The storm grew heavier. Bullet stayed put.


  “I said, go!”


  Bullet finally moved, but not into the house; instead, he came around, diligently taking Patrick’s side.


  And there he sat. Silently, next to Patrick, gaze trained ahead, a driving rain falling over him.


  Over them both.


  Patrick placed a firm hand on Bullet’s head.


  Not alone. Not in this storm. Not in any. Not anymore.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  The storm passed overnight, but Patrick’s sadness and guilt had not.


  He’d screwed up.


  Tristan was wrong for breaking into his house, but his reaction had been impulsive and harsh. It wasn’t her fault she saw things differently. She just came from a different place. He knew that, but again, he’d jumped to conclusions about her, and again, he acted like an insensitive ass. He was getting good at that.


  You didn’t learn the first time?


  He needed to make this right, needed her to realize she had him all wrong. He knew exactly what it was like to be an outsider looking in. To be rejected. To be misunderstood. To be treated like he didn’t matter. He and Tristan might not have looked alike on the outside, but inside was what counted, and at that level there wasn’t much difference at all.
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  He pulled up to the Alfred Johnson Halfway House.


  A woman answered the door. Somewhere on the brink of twenty-frumpy, she wore loose-fitting sweatpants, a maternity blouse that was barely doing its job, and heavy bags under her eyes. Nary a word, but her expression said she was underwhelmed by his arrival.


  “Is Tristan here?” he said.


  The woman offered him nothing—not unless he counted the unwelcome stare.


  “Hello?” he said.


  This time he got an eye roll. She turned around and slumped off, leaving the door wide open. It was as close to an invitation as he was going to get, so he took it.


  When he reached the living room, he found the woman sprawled on the couch and watching TV.


  “Can you please tell me where Tristan is?” Patrick asked with polite urgency.


  The woman kept her eyes on Dr. Phil, but was gracious enough to lift a finger and aim it at a door.


  Patrick went there and knocked. There was no answer, so he knocked harder.


  The door opened.


  Tristan looked like she’d just woken up. She blinked at him.


  Then she slammed the door.


  Patrick knocked again—and again, got no response. He knocked harder, spoke louder. “I’ve had doors slammed in my face by people a lot better at it. I’m a reporter, for Christ’s sake. I’m not going away until you let me in.”


  The lock inside the handle clicked.


  The pregnant woman on the couch giggled.


  Patrick shot her a look. He pounded harder. “For God’s sake! Would you at least let me explain?”


  A stereo went on inside the bedroom. Loudly.


  “I don’t think she wants to hear your explanation,” Pregnant Couch Woman informed him. She shrugged. “Just a hunch.”


  “Brilliant,” he said, glaring at her. Patrick held his patience and kept pounding. Tristan kept not answering.


  And the music got louder.


  And Patrick slammed harder. “I’m not going away! You hear me? I’m not! I’m not leaving until you listen to what I need to tell you!”


  The stereo went silent, and a moment later, the door opened a crack, revealing a hard eye.


  “Please,” he said to the eye. “Let me in.”


  The door opened a little wider. Now Patrick saw two eyes, a nose, and a mouth. None of them looked particularly welcoming.


  “Please,” he said again.


  Tristan turned and marched toward her bed. She left the door open—a hopeful sign. Patrick was learning that around here, this was as close to a down-home welcome as it got.


  She dropped onto the bed, legs crossed Indian style, staring at Patrick. He moved closer. Trying to collect his thoughts, he took a deep breath, held it for a moment, blew it out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  “But you did.”


  “I know I did.” He sat beside her and leaned forward, hands clasped, voice weak. “And I feel horrible about it.”


  Tristan’s posture softened. A little.


  “It’s just…” He paused. “It’s just that you and I are from two different worlds. I get that, but I don’t hate it.”


  “You don’t exactly love it.”


  “I don’t understand it. There’s a difference, but that doesn’t mean I can’t figure it out… or that I don’t want to.”


  She looked away. “Sure have a strange way of showing it.”


  “I didn’t, and that’s the problem.” He looked down, struggled with some thoughts, and then, “The truth is, I’ve never met anyone like you before, and to be perfectly honest, sometimes you scare the hell out of me.”


  She locked a stern gaze on him. “Something tells me there’s a lot that scares you.”


  The statement stung because it was direct and it was honest.


  And it was true.


  And it left Patrick momentarily silent, but in a strange way, his vulnerability felt like a sudden and strong connection to her. He looked down at his hands, rubbing one against the other. Softly, he said, “Tristan, I know what it’s like.”


  “What what’s like?”


  “To be on the outside. To be different.”


  “Could’ve fooled me.”


  “Get to know me a little better. You’ll see. We’re a lot more alike than you think.”


  “I tried. You wouldn’t let me.”


  “I know… It’s a problem. I can be a bit closed off at times.”


  She widened her eyes. “A bit?”


  “Okay, more than a bit.”


  “Dude, you’re not even swinging by the neighborhood.”


  He raised a brow with a challenging grin.


  “What?” she said.


  “You haven’t exactly been an open book yourself.”


  A hint of recognition flashed across her face.


  “See what I mean? A lot more alike than you know.”


  She relaxed a little more. Just enough to shrug.


  “What I’m trying to say here is…” He stopped, looked away, swallowed hard. “Man, I suck at this…” He turned to her again. “It’s just that I really do give a damn about you.” He felt ridiculous again, waiting for her to make a joke, throw an insult, slam the door on his friendship.


  But it didn’t happen.


  Instead something changed on her face, like a wall coming down, a connection; and there she was, exposed, defenseless, and authentic. And in that instant, he knew, without knowing how, that no one had ever told her that she actually mattered.


  They sat in silence for a long moment.


  Then she took a breath.


  “Well, shit,” she said finally. “You could have at least brought the doughnuts.”


  Chapter Forty-Three


  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  “It’s good to see you again, Patrick,” Dr. Ready said. “Please. Come in.”


  He entered and took his place on the couch. He glanced around the room, his attention eventually settling on her bookshelf. “You replaced the figurine that Tristan broke.”


  She followed his gaze. “Oh, no. I was actually able to glue it back together.”


  Patrick narrowed his focus and realized the doctor was right: the broken mother had tiny hairline cracks running through her. The glue had made her stronger, but the damage remained. She was forever flawed, but nevertheless, whole again. Easily broken. Not so easily repaired.


  “It’s been a while, Patrick,” she said, pulling him from his thoughts. “How is Tristan doing?”


  “She’s much better.”


  “I’m glad. It’s wonderful what you did for her.”


  Patrick offered a polite smile instead of an answer, uneasy about inviting more questions. He didn’t want to explain that he’d posed as Tristan’s brother, and he felt reluctant to share the news of their budding friendship. The doctor seemed to get the message, moved on. “And how are you doing?”


  His shrug felt requisite. So did his words. “Okay, I guess.”


  The doctor didn’t say anything, but her gaze was incisive.


  He said, “And you don’t believe me…”


  She shook her head.


  The room went silent and awkward, and Patrick wasn’t sure what else to say. She wasn’t making much effort to spur the discussion, either. Finally he let out a deflating sigh and said, “I don’t know what I’m feeling right now.”


  She nodded.


  He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, tried again. “It’s just… everything. The attack.”


  “What about it?”


  “I’m upset. I mean, well… that’s actually kind of an obvious thing to say, but…”


  “The feelings, Patrick. Think feelings.”


  “I’m scared.”


  “Understandable. So let’s go a little deeper into that.”


  “Deeper where?”


  “Well, I’m just wondering if you can be a little more specific.”


  “Specific.” He repeated the word, as if by saying it he might understand it better.


  “What frightened you most about the attack?”


  “He was going to cut me,” Patrick said, feeling his breath hitch.


  “So, your Von Willebrand disease,” she confirmed.


  “Yeah. I could have bled to death.”


  “Does it scare you to be more vulnerable to cuts than most people?”


  He nodded.


  She leaned back and watched, letting him absorb the idea, and then, “Are you able to connect with those feelings?”


  “Right now?”


  She smiled her encouragement.


  He turned his attention toward the wall, focusing on the picture hanging there: abstract paint splashes, formless, meaningless Technicolor blobs. When he looked back, she was still watching him. He crossed one leg over the other, studying them as he spoke. “When he was holding the blade to my neck, all I could think was, is this it? If it all ends right now, my whole life would be so… so definitively incomplete. And in a way, I think that cut deeper than any knife ever could.”


  “So there was something worse than the danger itself.”


  “Yeah,” he said, looking at the statue again. “It’s like not moving past it is kind of like staying forever broken.”


  She smiled a knowing smile.


  He thought about it some more and felt his expression tense with worry.


  “What, Patrick?”


  “But it’s so hard.”


  “What is?”


  “Life. You try to put it back together, but then the world can just come along and break you again.”


  “How does it make you feel to know that?”


  “Like the ground beneath my feet is so unstable.”


  “Can you remember any time in your life when it wasn’t that way? When you felt safe?”


  “I guess sometimes with Marybeth—or at least I thought so then.” He paused. “Now I’m not so sure anymore.”


  Chapter Forty-Four


  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  Patrick turned his phone on as he headed toward the elevator. He’d missed three calls and a text from Erika. He read the text:


  pike confirms charges will b filed in Charlene Clark murder. Will follow up and get back 2 u.


  Before he could call her, the phone rang in his hand.


  “They found Clark?” he answered.


  “No, not that good,” Erika said, out of breath, “but almost.”


  “What?”


  “Jocelyn Fairchild has been arrested and charged with Charlene’s murder.”


  “How’d they get her?”


  “Pike won’t say, but according to my source, apparently they’ve been questioning her for days. They took a DNA swab, and guess what.”


  “The third bloodstain at Las Brisas.”


  “Yep. It’s hers.”


  “Can’t say it surprises me.”


  “I know,” she said. “It’s what we’ve been thinking all along, but this confirms it.”


  “And with Wesley’s blood there as well…”


  “They may have killed Charlene together. Or maybe she killed them both.”


  “Might have,” he cautioned, “but we still don’t know how much of his blood was there, and Pike won’t say.”


  “Pike won’t say—that’s starting to sound like a broken record.”


  “Starting?”


  “Point taken,” she said. “In any event, it looks like the Mighty Kingdom is starting to crumble.”


  “So what’s our next move?”


  “That was my other reason for calling. I have to go up to LA for a few days.”


  “LA? Now?”


  “I know. Unfortunately, this was scheduled months ago.”


  “What was?”


  “A follow-up on Brad Simpson.”


  “The movie guy with the drug problem?”


  “Yeah, that one. He’s out of rehab and agreed to do an exclusive one-on-one. Since I showed him some love when he got arrested, he only wants to talk to me.”


  “Giving you some love back…”


  “Something like that. But obviously, I can’t miss it.”


  “Obviously.”


  “I’ll be home soon. I just need you to keep an eye on things until then. See if Fairchild makes bail, and of course, if they find Clark.”


  “You got it.”
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  Bullet gave the sad look as soon as Patrick walked through the door.


  “What?” Patrick said. “I’m home now. Doesn’t that count?”


  The dog wasn’t buying it.


  “Tell you what,” Patrick said. “Movie night. Just you and me. I’ll make some popcorn. Auntie Tristan said it’s okay.”


  Bullet barked and forgave.
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  They both fell asleep about halfway through the movie. Patrick was exhausted and Bullet… well, he was a dog. Several hours later, Patrick woke with a jolt but wasn’t sure why. No bad dreams, no sweat, no anxiety. He glanced at the clock. It was two a.m.


  Then he heard the noise.


  He smoothed his hand over the spot beside him. Bullet was gone.


  “Tristan?” he said cautiously.


  Silence.


  Then a crash. The sound jackknifed Patrick into full-blown panic, practically throwing him out of bed. He grabbed the baseball bat he’d been keeping there ever since all this madness had started, snatched his cell, and padded softly down the hall.


  Closer now, he could tell the noise was coming from his office—sounded like papers shuffling, and it was getting louder. Patrick stiffened his grip on the bat and crept cautiously to the half-open office door. Peered through the crack above the hinges.


  And let out a sigh, then pushed the door open.


  Bullet peered innocently at him, surrounded by a storm of papers, the globe from Patrick’s desk on the floor and still rolling to a stop.


  The dog was in trouble, and clearly, the dog had been having the time of his life. Not so much for Patrick. It was late, and he was tired.


  “What exactly are we doing here?” he said, as if the dog might answer.


  Bullet flopped his tail up and down a few times, making thuds against the floor.


  Patrick tossed the bat, leaned over, and began picking up papers, shaking his head. “I buy you every toy a dog could want…”


  Bullet barked.


  “I know. I know. Not your fault. Children act out when their parents don’t pay enough attention to them.”


  Bullet barked again. Twice.


  After gathering up the rest of the mess and returning things to their place, Patrick corralled Bullet toward the bedroom. “Party’s over, bud,” he said, patting the bed. “Let’s both try to get some rest.”


  He slid between the sheets. Bullet stretched on top of the covers with his head against Patrick’s leg. The dog passed out almost instantly. Patrick followed him down into sleep shortly after.


  But not for long. He woke to the sound of Bullet barking again, now near the front of the house.


  “This is getting ridiculous,” he said, pulling himself from bed. “In one damned night, I’ve lost a dog and gained a problem child.”


  He slumped wearily toward the living room, his patience wearing thin as Bullet’s barks came louder and faster. Then, as he walked down the hallway, he could see Bullet scratching at the front door. Patrick’s mood shifted to caution, a feeling in his gut telling him something wasn’t right. The living room looked odd; the lighting was off, the walls illuminated with a peculiar sepia tone.


  Then he heard a whoosh, and the sepia flashed into feverish orange.


  Patrick scrambled into the room, and the first thing he saw was the window glowing like a fiery hot spot.


  Chapter Forty-Five


  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  A car burned wildly out of control in his driveway, flames shooting through its windows, black smoke curling in the air. Neighbors ran from their homes and watched in dumbfounded horror. Patrick stood and watched too, stunned, with Bullet leashed closely at his side, as firefighters rushed in and began attacking the blaze.


  A tire exploded with a bang so powerful that Patrick could feel it deep in his chest. The flames reacted angrily, leaping higher, sending a bright flurry of gray smoke telescoping through the air. The crowd reacted too—with panic, scrambling in all directions.


  “You have to clear the area,” a cop shouted to Patrick with a mix of urgency and annoyance. “Looks like the house may go up soon.”


  May go up soon.


  Patrick’s jaw clamped down like a steel vise. It finally registered: his home—and his life—up in smoke.


  The fire was more aggressive now, flames licking his garage door and climbing toward the roof. Within seconds, it too was burning as firefighters fought to gain control. All Patrick could do was stand, watch, and wonder how long before his house was reduced to a pile of smoldering rubble. Before everything was gone. Little by little, day by day, it seemed everything was being pulled away.


  He glanced down at Bullet.


  Not all of it. Not the most important thing.


  The dog looked as astonished as Patrick probably did. He knelt to gaze in his boy’s eyes. Bullet let out a soft whimper. Patrick ran a hand over his head and said, “It’s okay, buddy. We’ll be fine. We have each other.”


  But he was reassuring himself as much as the dog.


  Within an hour, the flames were out, but smoke still obscured the damage. Patrick could not tell from where he stood how much of the house, if any, had been spared.


  About ten minutes later, a firefighter approached him. “Bill Harwood, San Diego Fire,” he said. “That your house?”


  “It was,” Patrick said, shock now morphing into helplessness.


  Bill motioned for Patrick to follow him.


  The closer he drew to his place, the stronger the fumes became, and the more Patrick’s stomach churned. It was like walking through some apocalyptic afterworld, remnant smoke heavy on the air like a tragic reminder of things lost—not just physical but emotional: gone too was his sense of security. He wondered if he’d ever be able to sleep again.


  He could now see with awful detail what the fire had done. Patrick let out a muted sigh of relief—the overall structure was still intact—but the sentiment soon faded. His garage was a total loss, only a few scant pieces of blackened framework remaining, the rest nothing more than piles of smoking embers—along with his destroyed Jeep, which he’d parked inside.


  Whoever owned the other car was also out of luck; it was just a darkened, smoldering hull. Patrick edged closer, squinting through the residual smoke, trying to get a better look.


  And felt his breath catch, and his throat constrict, and a burn in his chest.


  Oh, dear Lord. Oh, God.


  The license plate was singed around the edges and soot-streaked but clear enough to read. A vanity plate that instantly turned his legs to rubber.


  LUVANRN.


  In a foggy, disconnected state, Patrick stepped to the side of the car, peered inside, and reality slugged him right between his ribs, followed by a thundering wave of nausea. He wheeled and sprinted for the bushes but didn’t make it in time—he threw up onto the edge of his driveway. The image reeled through his mind: Helene Lockhart’s smoky, charred remains still in the driver’s seat, her hands wired to the steering wheel, a bottle crammed between her skeletal jaws.


  He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up, queasy and dazed, to find Bill Harwood standing over him with a look of concern. Patrick slipped on the soggy grass as he tried to stand; Bill grabbed his arm and helped him up.


  Before he knew it, Patrick was out on the street, sitting on the fire engine’s bumper, although he had no recollection of getting there. He looked down at the plastic water bottle clenched tightly in his hand, squeezed nearly in half, and practically empty; he drank what was left as if it were the last drop on earth.


  He looked up at Harwood.


  “She never had a chance,” Harwood said.


  Patrick tried to get his bearings, words dropping from his mouth like loose marbles. “How… What did they… Did it…?”


  “Someone tied her into the car with wire. Shoved a Molotov cocktail in her mouth,” Harwood said, a little dispassionately considering the circumstances. “Poured accelerant all over the interior for good measure.”


  Patrick’s whole body broke into a cold tremble. The message was loud, and it was clear, and it was not only directed at Helene Lockhart.


  It was also meant for him.


  You’re playing with fire.
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  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


  There was no doubt now who had sent the message nor, for that matter, who Patrick’s stalker was: Wesley Clark or someone closely associated with him. Someone with a mind just as dark and twisted. Someone intent on keeping Patrick as far from the truth as possible.


  Then the bitterest truth of all hit him. He was responsible for Helene Lockhart’s death—a death that was horribly slow and painful and completely undeserved. She hadn’t wanted to talk, but he’d persisted, and now she’d paid the ultimate price. Patrick felt the burden of guilt pressing squarely on his shoulders. He’d never get over this one. Never…


  Harwood’s voice startled him. “Her name was Helene—”


  “Helene Lockhart,” Patrick said, his words sounding oddly disconnected, almost mechanical.


  Harwood gave him a wary look. He reached into his pocket for his notebook. “How do you know her?”


  “I’m an investigative journalist. She was a witness in a story I’m writing about…” He took a deep breath. “… about the murder of Charlene Clark and the disappearance of Wesley Clark.” As Patrick continued, Harwood took notes, his expression growing more troubled by the minute.


  And trouble kept coming: Steve Pike arrived shortly thereafter for a very inconvenient house call. It was three a.m. Pike didn’t look happy; then again, he never did. His surly expression flashed annoyance—so did his tone of voice as he nodded toward his government-issued Blandmobile and said, “Let’s you and me sit down for a little chat.”


  Finally the man wanted to talk to him, but for all the wrong reasons.


  Inside the car, Patrick kept his focus trained ahead, but in his peripheral vision could see Pike’s gaze blazing holes through him. After a good ten seconds, the detective said, “Want to tell me what this is all about?”


  Patrick recounted the same story he’d told Harwood, again leaving out that he knew Clark was behind it all. Patrick felt partially responsible for Helene’s death, and he didn’t know who to trust anymore. Keeping that information from Pike might not have been the best decision, but considering the circumstances and the detective’s less-than-friendly aura, Patrick felt he had no other choice. For now, he’d take his chances, figure this out on his own.


  Pike’s attitude quickly changed to an air of contempt, as thick as gutter sludge, and just as dirty. He said, “You guys fucking amaze me, you know that? You really do.”


  Patrick folded his arms across his chest and said, “Us guys.”


  “Press vultures.” Pike shook his head, scratching it. “You fuck up people’s lives just for a few minutes of glory.”


  “That’s not how it is.”


  “Isn’t it?” Pike pointed at Helene’s incinerated car. “Fucked hers up pretty good.”


  Patrick tasted bile, and his insides flared with anger. He felt bad enough; he didn’t need to feel worse. It was time to give Pike a double-barreled shot of his own contempt. “You mean like Adam Waters? I asked Helene some questions. I sure as hell didn’t pull the trigger on her.”


  Pike’s expression practically dropped into his lap. The locks on the Blandmobile clicked shut.


  Patrick startled at the sound, looked at Pike.


  Pike said, “You’re through, Bannister.”


  “Is that a threat, Detective?”


  “It’s a promise.”


  Patrick reached for the button and pushed the lock open.


  It clicked shut again.


  “I’m not done yet,” Pike said in a slow, low growl. “Remember I can put the lock on you anytime I want. I’ll be waiting for that chance.”


  The locks clicked open.


  Pike said, “Stay out of my way, Bannister. Stay clear of me, if you’re smart.”
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  CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


  The morning sun was barely tipping over the Southern California mountaintops, casting long shadows on a new day. For Patrick, it came with a stark realization: trouble on the rise.


  Fire crews were still busy mopping up, but Patrick knew all the water in the Colorado River couldn’t wash this mess away. Things were speeding toward danger, and if he didn’t do something quick, he might end up in the same shape as Helene. Now Pike was out to get him too, and although his motives were different, he seemed just as intent on destroying Patrick… and just as capable. Two sides of the law, Patrick thought, both closing in, both trying to crush him. It seemed the more he worked on this story, the deeper he was digging himself into a hole.


  He stood in the front doorway and shook his head. Bullet scrambled ahead of him and immediately began sniffing around. The place reeked of smoke; Patrick stared up at the damaged ceilings. “It’s not that bad,” he kept telling himself. “It could have been a lot worse.” But it was that bad, both in his home and in his mind.


  He closed the door, entered the house.


  Another fire, another message; not just for Marybeth, but now for him as well and, most tragically of all, for Helene too. This message, however, seemed to be a double-edged blade. The intent was not just to keep Patrick from finding out the truth about Wesley’s medical scam; it was also a cruel reminder of what had been taken from Patrick in the first place, a way to drive the point to a deeper, more frightening level. What Wesley didn’t know was that he had started more than one new fire, because now more than ever, Patrick was burning for the truth. He wouldn’t stop until he knew what happened to Marybeth.


  His front door burst open so hard that it crashed into the wall. Patrick swung around looking for something to use as a weapon.


  “You okay?” Tristan said, out of breath.


  “You scared the hell out of me,” he said, catching his own breath, heart drubbing against his ribs.


  “You made the news. I saw your house, and then they mentioned a body. I thought it was you!”


  “I’m still alive.” He dropped to the couch. “If you want to call this living.”


  She sat beside him, and with a dead-on stare, said, “You tell me what all this is about. Right now.”


  He considered her for a moment, then spilled. Told her everything: why he was investigating the Clark case, his relationship with Marybeth, and how he believed that Wesley was out for his blood.


  When he finished, Tristan stared at him and said, “All that for a woman?”


  “Not just a woman.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “A woman who meant a lot to me.” He dropped his gaze to the floor, spoke quietly. “A woman I thought I watched die more than fifteen years ago. And as soon as I find she didn’t, she’s gone again. The more I look for answers, the more things keep falling down around me.”


  She leaned forward, rubbing her hands together. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound that way. That’s got to be hard.”


  He only nodded because it was too difficult to speak.


  Tristan put a strong hand on Patrick’s shoulder; he didn’t respond, not at first, then he turned to meet her gaze. “Slowly but surely, he’s invading my life. He’s shutting me down. I don’t even have a damned car anymore.”


  “You can use mine.”


  He looked away, shook his head.


  “It’s going to be all right,” she said.


  He didn’t answer.


  “It is,” she affirmed, then said, “and it just got easier.”


  “Yeah? How do you figure?”


  “Because now you’ve got me.”
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  CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


  He was in this deep. Married to it. No way out.


  But as Patrick spent the next few days cleaning the physical mess, his mind found clarity, helplessness wheeling toward determination, fear superseded by anger. He’d been jacked around, threatened, and dragged through this long enough. He was going to get to the bottom of it or die trying.


  There was one last lead, probably the most challenging of all, but also perhaps the most important: the Clark compound. He’d avoided going there before because it seemed nearly impenetrable, but with a wall of fire at his back, the compound’s high walls didn’t scare him nearly as much. Lilliana said that Charlene had talked about breaking into Wesley’s office, that it could have been the last thing she ever did. Now Patrick knew he needed to go there and see what he could find.


  Tristan told him that he had her now. He would put those words to the test.


  Patrick glanced at his watch. It was nine a.m. Late enough. He fed Bullet and loaded him into the car; no way he was leaving the dog alone.
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  The pregnant smart-ass with the gunnysack eye bags answered the door.


  “Oh, you,” she said, and walked away, leaving the door standing open.


  Bullet ran ahead of him and straight for Tristan’s room. Patrick followed and knocked on the door.


  She opened it. Her hair was a mess, eyes squinty. She let out a lion-sized yawn. Bullet jumped up and gave her the Tongue Shot.


  “Hell of a way to wake up,” Tristan said, grimacing and wiping her face.


  “He just paid you the highest compliment possible, believe it or not. Consider yourself family.”


  Bullet ran into the room and hopped up on Tristan’s bed, making himself completely at home.


  “Rise and shine,” Patrick said, slipping past her.


  She stopped, thought, and then, “Hey, didn’t you recently give me a lecture about barging in on people?”


  He settled himself on her bed, ran a hand over Bullet’s back. “This is important.”


  “Oh.” She closed the door, firmed a hand to her waist. “So I guess important depends on who’s doing the barging.”


  “I didn’t barge. Miss Loads O’ Fun let me in.”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind. I need your help.”


  Her eyes narrowed.


  “I need to break in somewhere.”


  Her shoulders dropped. Her eyes squeezed shut, and her head did a back-and-forth rattle. “So, let me make sure I understand you correctly. You tear me a new one for breaking into your place, and now you want my criminal ass to help you do the same exact thing somewhere else? What am I missing? Help me out here.”


  “I have to get into the Clark compound.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “I’m not.”


  She joined him on the bed, looked into his eyes, and said, “Let’s back it up a bit, shall we?”


  He nodded.


  “Why exactly are we wanting to do this?”


  “Because there’s something in there I need.”


  “And that might be what?”


  “I don’t know yet.”


  “Great reason. Try again.”


  “I’m not sure. I just know it’s there.”


  She spoke around a pithy smile. “You’re out of your freakin’ mind. You know that, right?”


  “Not yet, but I will be soon if I don’t get to the bottom of this.”


  “Patrick—”


  “Are you in or not?”


  “I’m not sure what I am.” She did the head rattle again, followed it up with a face-scrub. “Do you even realize what you’re saying here? That place will be locked up tighter than a stripped screw.”


  “Which is why I’m asking for your help. If anyone can do it…”


  She got up, took a few steps, turned to face him. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because, Mr. Brain Trust, have you forgotten I’m on parole? As in, if I get caught, I go straight back to jail.”


  “We won’t get caught.”


  She threw her arms up. “Famous last words! Holy shit, Patrick, I can’t believe you’re actually trying to get me to rob a place!”


  “I’m not asking you to steal anything.”


  “And I’m sure the judge will appreciate that.” She sat next to him again. “Breaking and entering is a crime whether you steal something or not. I can’t do it.”


  Patrick gave her an injured look. “You said I had you now. You said you were on my side.”


  “I am on your side, but that doesn’t include going back to jail for you. Don’t you get it?”


  Patrick looked away, raked a hand through his hair. “Okay, then tell me how to get inside.”


  She broke into laughter.


  “What’s so funny?”


  Still laughing, she managed to say, “You are.”


  “Why?”


  “Because! There’s not a chance in hell I can teach you what I know in a few minutes, or a day… or a week even. It’s too complicated, and you’re way too inexperienced. You’d never make it past the front gates. There are fences, locks, alarm systems, guards, and God only knows what else.”


  “I’ve got to try. I have no choice.”


  “All for that woman.”


  He nodded.


  “She’s not worth it, Patrick.”


  “That’s not your call.”


  “I don’t care if it is or not. I may be a criminal, but I’m also your friend, and I’m telling you: don’t do this. You’re playing a dangerous game.”


  “Did you happen to hear about the torched corpse in my driveway? How about the sociopath who put it there, the one who’s been following my every move for weeks?” He stood up, spoke through clenched teeth. “What part of my-ass-is-on-the-line aren’t you getting here? I’m already in danger—now I’m just trying to stay alive!”


  “Then let the cops handle it.”


  He raised his clenched fists in the air. “The cops can’t handle it! The cops are part of the problem! Steve Pike is the problem! The guy would rather see me dead than lift a finger to help me.”


  She crossed her arms, shook her head.


  “I’m tired of being the damned victim! I’m not doing it anymore! I can’t! I won’t!” He dropped onto the bed, looked her square in the eyes. “You don’t have to do this, but I’m going. With or without you. It’s a done deal.”


  Tristan held his gaze for a long moment.


  Patrick unwaveringly held hers.


  Finally, she threw her hands up in surrender and said, “Okay.”


  “Okay, what?”


  “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll go with you.” She looked the other way, shook her head. “It’s probably the dumbest mistake I’ll ever make, but I already saved your ass once and nearly lost my life doing it. I’ll be damned if I’ll stand by now and let you get killed for being stupid.”
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  CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


  Saturday would be the night. The busiest evening of the week for law enforcement. Patrick and Tristan would make their move while deputies were already strapped for coverage; it might buy them valuable time if someone called the sheriff. Tristan needed that time, and, more, she needed to make sure the mission went flawlessly—anything less could land her right back in jail. This was serious, and Patrick knew he was putting her at great risk. He also knew that if anyone could pull it off, she could.


  Tristan got busy studying the intended target.


  First step: Google Earth—a criminal’s best friend—for a bird’s-eye view of the compound. Patrick watched with fascination as she scrutinized the roads and best possible escape routes, along with mapping out the house’s interior layout after he showed her the virtual online tour.


  Next, a real-time look at things. She scouted the neighborhood, studying traffic patterns including those of the security patrol hired to monitor the area. She’d been doing this her whole life, had learned how to sniff out weak spots and turn them into opportunities.


  By Saturday, they were ready.


  “Okay,” Tristan said. “Let’s do this.”
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  They drove to the compound in a no-frills econobox rental car, both dressed in black, both silent. Patrick kept his eyes on the road, periodically checking the rearview to be sure nobody was tailing them, while Tristan ran through the logistics in her head.


  She reached into her cargo pants pocket and pulled out a high-powered mini Maglite, flicking it on and off, then took out an odd-looking cylindrical contraption, no larger than a cigarette lighter.


  Patrick eyed it with interest. “What’s that?”


  “You’ll see soon enough.”


  Silence fell over them again. Patrick stole a glance at Tristan here and there; each time her face was solemn and stoic.


  “It’s okay,” he assured her. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”


  She turned to him fast, as if startled, and her eyes met his, then she broke contact, looking out through the windshield again.


  Mounting tension chipped away at Patrick’s self-confidence with each mile they rolled closer to the compound. Desperation had driven him here; now fear was giving him a run for his money. He assured himself that Tristan knew exactly what she was doing, that she’d taken every precaution possible to ensure success. Then he thought about Marybeth, the one who had brought him here, who refused to leave his mind, even though she’d left him in every other way.


  “You must have really loved her,” Tristan said, startling him with her intuitive clarity. He could see her eyes studying him in the reflection of the windshield and worked hard to keep his expression from changing.


  “Ex marks the spot?” she said.


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Didn’t have to.”


  The woman was too smart for her own damned good.


  They parked in a ditch shielded by dense trees and heavy scrub brush. From there, they set out on foot through the winding meadows and boundless shadows, rows of brambles their only guide in near-total darkness. When they reached the road, a car zoomed past, its headlights flashing like fire, then fading into the night. An owl screeched from above sending Patrick’s heart into overdrive.


  Tristan didn’t seem affected by any of it; she marched forward, keenly focused, counting each step. Patrick could tell she was mentally taking notes of landmarks so they could find their way back safely.


  At the foot of the Clark property, Tristan pulled out her cell phone and dialed.


  “There’s someone trying to break into my house!” she whispered with urgency and panic. “Please! 2230 Miner’s Well Way. Oh, God, no! They just smashed the window! They’re coming upstairs. Help me, please!” She clicked her phone off, glanced at Patrick. “That’s a good ten miles from here. It should keep at least a few of them out of our way for a bit.”


  “Can’t they trace the phone?”


  “It doesn’t exist. It’s a clone.”


  Patrick fought a grin, shaking his head, fascinated by her forethought. He wondered what a mind like hers could do outside the criminal world.


  They turned their attention to the wrought iron gate standing tall before them, impressive concrete walls flanking each side. As Patrick was about to take a step, Tristan yanked him back. He looked at her, confused.


  She pointed at three different spots high above and off to the sides. “Security cameras. You almost moved right into the line of sight. Please keep your eyes on me at all times, and from here on do exactly as I say. Not even a sneeze unless I give the okay. Understand?”


  Patrick gave her a fast nod.


  She studied the gate. He followed her gaze and said, “How do we get through?”


  “We don’t.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’re going over.”


  “But it’s got to be more than twenty feet high.”


  She crossed her arms, shook her head. “As rich as these bastards are, it amazes me how stupid they can be. They spend a fortune building walls, gates, and locks.” She pointed off to the side. “Then they’re too cheap to trim their freakin’ trees. Just brilliant.”


  She was right. Next to the gate wall was an oak tree, its lowest branch a mere four feet off the ground. Additional branches spread like rungs to take them right over this impressive-looking yet completely ineffective security measure.


  “Follow me,” she said, glancing around at her surroundings one more time before she began to climb.


  Patrick went after her. At the top, she said, “And they were kind enough to provide a way down, too. Very thoughtful.”


  A tree on the other side had been equally neglected.


  Moving toward the house now, she said, “Follow directly in my footsteps. Do not stray. Not even an inch.”


  Patrick obeyed.


  Tristan left him standing along the wall as she moved beneath the shadows of the massive house and slunk to the front doors, their wooden panels at least fifteen feet tall and twice as wide. She peered through the stained glass windows, then returned.


  “We’re in,” she said. “Cops didn’t reset the alarm after they left. They hardly ever do. Less work for me.”


  She led him on to the garage area to the left of the house, eight large doors with inset windows. She stepped to one of them, reached in her pocket, and produced the contraption Patrick had seen earlier. She gave it a quick snap, and suddenly the thing was over six feet long. She winked at Patrick; he looked at her in amazement.


  Gently, she began pushing it up and under the weather stripping near the top of one door, watching through the window as she did. Then she gave a quick yank. There was a distinct click as the emergency latch disengaged, and she lifted the garage door about three feet off the ground.


  “Welcome to our lovely abode,” she whispered.


  Before crawling under, they each put on latex gloves and cleaned their shoes thoroughly of any moisture or dirt. Tristan was leaving nothing to chance.


  Once they were inside the garage, Tristan lowered the door quietly and gently, then proceeded toward the interior doorway leading into the house.


  They flicked their flashlights on as they entered the kitchen area. “You go to the second level and do your thing,” Tristan said. “I’ll walk the property, make sure nobody’s coming.”


  Patrick gave a nod of compliance, began heading toward the staircase.


  “Wait,” she said.


  He turned around.


  She reached into one of her pants pockets, pulled out a pistol, reached into the other and produced a second. Opened one to check the rounds. Held it out to him, grip first.


  Patrick stared at it.


  “Just in case,” she said, briskly motioning for him to take it. He shoved it gingerly into his waistband, headed up the steps.


  When he reached the top, Patrick found himself on a semi-circular landing with a domed ceiling. A solid wall on both sides, the back made entirely of glass. Waterfalls trickled down both sides and into a pond filled with seashells and beautifully colored sea glass. The exotic fish had probably once been quite a sight, too; now they were just dead, innocent victims of neglect.


  He let his gaze move down the long hallway. A series of doors lined each side, but one in particular caught his attention: the one with an electronic keypad and deadbolt lock. Patrick edged his way closer, thinking about how to get in.


  But he didn’t have to think very hard; the door was already pried open. Giant crowbar gouges marked the doorframe. The cops had been impatient.


  Patrick knew chances were slim he’d find anything earthshaking here—not after the cops had already picked through everything—but he couldn’t afford to pass it up. He pushed the door open.


  The office was an average-sized room, thoroughly ransacked. Every drawer had been pulled open. Books, yanked from their shelves, were strewn about on the floor. Fingerprint residue coated nearly every surface. He fixed his hands on his hips, looking around, wondering where to begin… or if there was even anything left worth seeing.


  He shone his light along a shelf holding empty test tube racks. He quivered, looking at the vacant spots, wondering if they’d held vials filled with blood and, if so, whether investigators had taken them as evidence. Patrick put a palm against the back of his neck, trying to stop the sensation of tiny hairs crawling across his skin. Even in its semi-vacant state, the room had an ominous presence—bad deeds hurriedly abandoned without warning. Patrick wondered what Clark actually did in here. There was nothing good about this place. Nothing at all.


  The rest of the room appeared to have been completely tossed, and Patrick couldn’t find anything to confirm his suspicions or answer his questions—other than the sick feeling in his stomach. He decided to move on.


  At the end of the hall, ornately carved moldings framed immense wooden doors like a precious crowned jewel. The master bedroom. Patrick entered and swept the flashlight beam around, stopping at a huge bed in a sunken floor area opposite the biggest flat-screen TV he had ever seen. The nightstands on each side yielded nothing of interest. Nor did the space beneath the bed—not even a speck of dust. Nothing in the dressers, either; nothing behind the paintings on the walls.


  He went through the downstairs, but room after room proved to be one disappointment after another. Anything remotely relevant to the case was probably sitting in the evidence locker by now. He’d expected that, but on some level hoped he might have recognized something the police couldn’t.


  Think, Patrick. This is your last card. Find your ace or fold.


  He refused to give up. He would not. Something had to be here. He just needed to work and find it. But his worry of getting caught grew with each passing minute, and desperation gnawed his stomach in time with the circle of sweat blossoming down the front of his T-shirt. He glanced at the landing atop the staircase again. Work smarter, he thought, then remembered how much Marybeth loved the ocean. He decided the water feature deserved a closer look; it might have held something the cops had failed to recognize.


  A beam of blue moonlight washed through the glass wall, illuminating his view as he leaned over and gazed into the pond. He looked for a long time, but there was nothing special, just glass and shells.


  He sighed. I’m sorry, baby. I tried to find answers for you.


  Then his eyes locked on a single conch shell in the middle of the pond. He smiled sadly: her favorite. He stretched his arm as far as it would go to reach for the shell, pulled it from the water, and examined it with sadness.


  “Looking for this, Pat?”


  Patrick jerked upright and around to find Wesley Clark stepping out from the shadows.


  With the necklace Patrick had given Marybeth dangling from between his fingers.
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  CHAPTER FIFTY


  A veil of blue moonlight passed over Wesley Clark’s emotionless face as he moved forward, silent and implacable.


  Patrick backed away slowly, black dots dancing before his eyes to the beat of a hammering pulse. For a few moments, an eerie calm lingered between them, each man staring at each other with fixed intent. Though still partially shrouded by shadows, Wesley’s flinty expression couldn’t have been clearer.


  “Nice to finally meet you, Pat,” he said, shoving the necklace into his pocket.


  “Wish I could say the same.”


  “Nevertheless, it was bound to happen, of course. You knew that…”


  “I think you made that pretty obvious, yes. It isn’t every day a guy finds a body burning in his driveway.”


  Wesley smiled, studying Patrick with what seemed like perverse interest, then the light began to dim, the planes of his face shading toward gray. Seeing the man in real time added a new and eerie dimension. Even with the moonlight glinting in his eyes, they were hard and dark, the pupils barely traceable. He took a few more steps forward and said, “I figured it was time you and I had a little chat.”


  “Awful nice of you to come out from the shadows to do it.”


  “It’s all about timing, my friend.”


  “Is that like ‘the devil’s in the details’?”


  “Something like that, yes.” He smirked.


  “You can start by telling me what you did with Charlene.”


  Wesley cocked his head, feigning confusion. “I thought you’d already figured that out.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think you do.” He took on a mocking tone. “Murder, murder, murder, murder, murder?”


  A wave of shame washed over Patrick, quickly absorbed by a rising tide of fierce anger. “Quit playing games. Tell me what you want.”


  “Well, Pat,” he said. “I can call you Pat, can’t I?”


  “Sure, Wes. You can call me whatever you want.”


  “I’m just wondering what you really know.”


  “About what?”


  “It’s kind of like this: you and I… well… we aren’t really all that much different.”


  “There’s nothing even remotely similar about us.”


  “But there’s the one thing.” His shrug was lazy and apathetic. “We’ve both been fooled by her—our Charlene. By her beauty, that is. It’s like a dangerous drug. A weapon, actually, and she uses it oh so well. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Only when others take advantage of it.”


  Wesley’s voice fell deeper. “She took advantage of you, Pat. And the saddest part is you weren’t even aware of it.”


  “What’s the point, Wes?”


  “The point, Pat, is that it was all part of her magic. I mean, even you’d agree, she could have had any man she wanted, right?”


  “And?”


  “And you didn’t find it a bit… oh, I don’t know… odd that she chose you?”


  “As opposed to a psychotic troll like you?”


  Wesley frowned. “That wasn’t a very nice thing to say, Pat.” He took another step closer.


  Patrick lowered his gaze and could now see Wesley was hiding something behind his back; the doctor brought his hand around, revealing a gun. Now Patrick knew the man didn’t want to talk, that he had every intention of doing to him what he’d done to Helene Lockhart. It was payback time. Patrick also knew he needed to think fast or end up dead. He still had his own gun tucked away in his waistband—the only question now, how to grab it without Wesley blasting a hole through his head.


  Wesley moved closer, steadying his aim.


  A shot rang out from behind Patrick. Wesley dropped as the glass wall behind him shattered into pieces. Patrick dove across the floor, trying to escape possible crossfire; as he did, he saw Tristan at the top of the staircase, gun aimed and ready to fire again. But Wesley was already flying down the hallway.


  “Don’t let him get away!” Patrick shouted.


  They both scrambled to follow, guns drawn and aimed ahead of them. When they reached the end of the hall, there was no sign of Wesley, but the elevator’s indicator panel showed he was headed toward the first floor.


  “Forget it. He’s gone,” Tristan said. “We need to get the hell out of here, fast!”


  When they reached the bottom of the staircase, Patrick started for the front entrance. “Rear door,” Tristan said with urgency. “Just in case!”


  They came out onto the grounds and searched for a safe route off the compound. Already they could see flashing lights in the distance, coming over the hill, and headed straight for the property. No sirens, but the vehicles were moving rapidly and almost there.


  “Shit!” Tristan said. “Bastard tripped the silent alarm on his way out! We need to split up. Less chance of getting caught.”


  “How the hell do we get off the property?” Patrick said. “The place is surrounded by walls!”


  “Climb a damned tree!”


  He was about to make a run for it, when Tristan said, “Wait!”


  Patrick wheeled around.


  “Give me your gun. I’ll get rid of it.”


  He handed it to her, and they each took off, Patrick heading toward the north end of the compound, Tristan going south. As he ran, Patrick could see lights flashing onto the shrubs in front of him. The cops were on the property now. He kept sprinting but didn’t get far: a powerful beam of light fell onto his path, turning night to day, bathing him in blinding white radiance.


  And then a tough, hard voice. “Freeze, motherfucker! NOW!”


  Patrick stumbled to a stop, nearly skidding onto his face in the process.


  “Put your hands on top of your head! Do NOT turn around!”


  Patrick obeyed, hearing footfalls coming toward him. Then he was down on the ground.
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  Patrick lay facedown in the dirt, hands cuffed tightly behind his back, lights blinking around him like blue and red fireflies, burning strong, then fading formlessly into darkness.


  His reality, however, was not fading. He’d just been busted for breaking into what was probably the most high-profile home in the county. If he hadn’t done a thorough enough job derailing his career before, he’d certainly nailed it now; there wasn’t a media outlet in the world that would hire him after this. He was finished.


  A deputy grabbed the cuffs and pulled Patrick roughly to his feet, then hustled him to the patrol car.


  The press stormed the vehicle as soon as it pulled through the front gates, photographers and reporters trotting alongside, shining their bright lights through the windows at him. Patrick dropped his head to his chest. He could imagine what he looked like with hands cuffed, face and body disheveled and filthy. He was That Guy, the very one he’d spent years chasing as a reporter on so many stories.


  After passing through the media frenzy, he entered the next circle of hell: the sheriff’s substation where the degradation continued. He was processed, photographed—complete with dirt-and-muck-covered face—fingerprinted, and deposited into a holding cell. He waited there for over an hour, and with each tick of the clock, his fear and apprehension escalated exponentially.


  The nerve-racking anticipation continued, then Patrick heard an electronic door suck open, followed by footsteps coming his way. Just when he thought he couldn’t sink any lower, again bad luck laughed in his face: Steve Pike appeared outside his cell, chewing a granola bar, wearing an expression of mild amusement. The last person Patrick wanted to see right now.


  Pike unlocked the cell, escorted Patrick down the hallway.


  “Got a light?” one of his new neighbors shouted.


  Patrick avoided eye contact, keeping his gaze straight ahead, then heard the unmistakable sound of urine splashing against a wall.


  “Welcome to the pokey,” Pike said with a smug, self-indulgent grin.


  Patrick held his sober expression. He’d be damned if he was going to let this ass enjoy the moment any more than he already was.


  Pike took Patrick into an interrogation room, waved him into a chair, then took a seat across the small interview table. He said nothing for a good minute, studying Patrick, working the granola bar from side to side in his mouth. Patrick did his best to stay calm, keeping his expression steady and unflinching. He knew Pike was carefully observing every movement, from his eyes, to his lips, to the muscles in his neck; even the slightest involuntary response could trigger the detective’s doubt.


  Pike finally swallowed. After finishing, the detective’s expression flashed folksy, in a way that said: Just two old boys having a little chat.


  Patrick wasn’t feeling it.


  “So here’s the deal,” Pike said. “I’d like to make this as easy as possible for both of us. Throwing you in jail just makes me look like the bad guy, and I don’t need that right now. If you cooperate and tell me what I need to know, we can break this down to a simple trespassing charge.” He smiled. “You get to go home to a warm bed tonight, everyone’s happy. No harm, no foul.”


  Patrick nodded with caution.


  “But if you don’t cooperate, things could get sticky. Very sticky. So what do you say, simple or hard? You want an attorney?”


  After their last encounter, Patrick wasn’t so sure he was buying the sudden act of goodwill. But he was at a distinct disadvantage, seeing as how he’d been caught on the compound premises. He decided to see where this went; he could pull back and ask for an attorney if the detective started showing his evil side.


  Patrick said, “I’ll play nicely. No attorney, as long as you behave.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Pike said, flipping through pages, keeping his gaze there as he spoke. “So… want to tell me what you were doing at the Clark residence?”


  “I was doing my job.”


  He looked up at Patrick, gave a benevolent shrug. “As in?”


  “Looking for information.”


  “What kind?”


  “On the Clark case.”


  Pike nodded as he flipped a sheet of paper up to glance at the one beneath it. “How’d you get in?”


  “I didn’t.”


  He looked up at him. “I’m sorry?”


  “I never went inside.”


  Pike’s unreadable gaze lingered on Patrick a few seconds, then returned to the paperwork. He scribbled a note. The whole routine felt perfunctory: cop behavior designed to build tension and promote uncertainty. Pike looked up at Patrick abruptly—another cop thing—and said, “Rear door was wide open.”


  Patrick shrugged. “Place has been abandoned since the Clarks disappeared, right?”


  Pike did some more paper pushing, leaving his gaze on Patrick with masterful intent. “You’re telling me you never entered the premises…”


  “Correct.”


  “Someone hit the silent alarm inside,” Pike shot back.


  “Obviously wouldn’t have been me,” Patrick answered just as fast.


  “So you were doing your job on just the perimeter of the house…”


  Patrick wasn’t sure if that was actually a question. He kept silent.


  “With no intention of ever going inside…” the detective added.


  “To be honest, I hadn’t gotten that far in my thinking.”


  Pike didn’t respond to that one—not verbally anyway, but the twitch of annoyance playing across his lips told Patrick he wasn’t pleased. He said, “So how do you explain the window that was broken? From the inside. On the upper level.”


  Patrick shrugged. “Had no idea there was one.”


  Pike honed deeper on Patrick’s eyes, as if measuring his words. “Neighbors said they heard glass breaking around the same time you were caught.”


  “I don’t know how that could be. The houses are acres apart. I doubt anyone would hear something like that, let alone know where it was coming from.”


  “So you’re telling me you know nothing about that window. Do I understand you right? And you have no idea at all how it got broken?”


  Patrick felt like he was in the middle of a Law & Order episode. The questioning and re-questioning were transparent. He played along anyway and said, “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  “So how do you suppose it got broken?”


  “With respect, Detective, it’s not my job to determine that, but if you want me to make an educated guess, it sounds like vandalism to me.”


  Pike looked down as he spoke, swiping at more pages, his tone getting edgier. “Anybody with you on this little stroll?”


  The olive branch had wilted. Patrick said, “No.”


  Pike leaned back in his chair. The folksy expression had gone south, annoyance taking the wheel and driving head-on into Just Plain Pissed. He said, “Want to know what I don’t get?”


  Patrick shook his head.


  “You say you were investigating your story”—he made quotation marks in the air with his fingers—“but I did a little checking with National Monthly, and they say you’re no longer employed there.”


  “And?”


  “So there goes the doing your job explanation.”


  “It’s called freelancing, Detective.”


  Pike nodded, but it wasn’t a nod of understanding, seemed more like an I’ll-get-your-ass affirmation. His face wasn’t showing much love either. He said, “So I guess we’re not playing nice after all. Is that my understanding?”


  “I’ve answered all your questions.”


  “And I’m not buying any of it.”


  “I can’t help that.”


  “You think you’re pretty smart.”


  “My intelligence has nothing to do with this.”


  “Well, let me give you some news you can use: I’ve been playing this game a long time with people a lot smoother than you, and my bullshit meter is bending at the needle right about now. My people are going through that house with a fine-toothed comb as we speak, and trust me when I say that forensics don’t lie.”


  “They’ll find nothing.”


  “I’m thinking they’ll find plenty, and you know what else I’m thinking? As soon as I get evidence that you’re lying to me, I’ll be all over your ass. I’ll have you on trespassing, breaking and entering, burglary, and anything else I can find. Are you getting me?”


  “Yeah,” Patrick said, his patience wearing thin, “actually, I think I totally get you. I get that you’re trying to build a case based on animosity rather than logic. That you’re wasting a lot of valuable time fueling your personal vendetta against the press instead of trying to solve a crime that desperately needs solving.”


  “I’m doing my job, Bannister, and if it means putting a hack like you away, then all the better.”


  There was that word again. Patrick was finished being nice. He looked Pike square in the eye and said, “You know what, Detective? I’ve been doing my job for a long time too, and I’m very aware of how the law works. Trespassing? Yeah, you’ve got me there. Breaking and entering? You have nothing to prove I went inside the house, and therefore you’ve got nothing to prove any intent to commit a crime, so there goes the burglary charge. With scant evidence and my lack of prior criminal history, the DA will gladly take the trespassing charge and be done with it. Maybe a fine. Certainly no jail time.”


  “I’m starting to wonder why you’ve got such a hard-on for this case, and also if you had more to do with Helene’s death than it first appeared.”


  “You’re wasting your breath there too, and if you keep up with that line of questioning, Detective, I’ll lawyer up so fast, you won’t know what snapped—and I’ve got an awesome one who eats power-hungry cops for breakfast. So charge me or let me go. I’m done here.”


  “Damn straight you are,” Pike said, his expression hard and hostile. “And that, my friend, is a promise.”
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  CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


  Patrick was able to make bail around five a.m. Just a trespassing charge, but he knew more trouble could be on the way, especially if Pike had anything to do with it.


  For now, he needed to get as far away from the man as he could; he just needed to figure out his mode of transportation. Wanting to keep Tristan safe and off the radar, Patrick bypassed her as an option. He thought about a cab, then remembered Erika; she’d be back from LA by now, and more than likely had seen the less-than-flattering news coverage of him from the night before. She was probably worried.


  He was right. As he clicked on his cell screen, he found he’d already missed four calls from her.
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  “Yes, I saw the video on TV,” she said as he slid into the car, “and, yes, I was horrified. I’m almost afraid to ask.”


  He gave her the details of the break-in fiasco, except for Tristan’s involvement and Wes’s appearance. After he finished, Erika remained quiet, but Patrick could see that she was literally biting her lip to keep the words back.


  “Go on,” he said. “Give it to me. I’m waiting.”


  “Well, here’s the thing.” She stopped, seemed to be thinking on something.


  Patrick practiced patience.


  “You know I have the utmost respect for you, right? Nothing but good thoughts. You taught me everything I know about this business, and I seriously don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as sweet as you—”


  “Cut to the chase, Erika,” he said, gazing into his side-view mirror.


  “What exactly the hell were you thinking?”


  “It’s entirely possible that I wasn’t,” he said, eyeing the beige Town Car behind them.


  “Breaking into the Clark compound, Patrick? Really?”


  He shrugged. “Desperation drives us to do some whacky stuff.”


  She gave him a dour stare, returned her attention to the road.


  “I know,” he said. “It was stupid.”


  “It kind of was, Patrick. I mean, I’m trying to help get your job back, and this does not help me plead your case. This is a problem.”


  He was still watching the mirror. Couldn’t see the car anymore.


  “Patrick?”


  “Yeah,” he said, snapping his attention to her again. “I know. You’re right.”


  “Why do I have the odd sensation I’m talking to a wall?”


  “You’re not. I heard every word. I’m sorry. It’s just… I just have a lot on my mind right now.”


  “Understatement of the year.”


  If she only knew. Actually, she needed to know. He just wasn’t sure which news to share next—or how much of it. He thought about his tangle with Clark. Telling her could be a risk, both for Patrick and her, but they were a team now, and facts were facts. He said, “I have to tell you something.”


  She looked at him, pushing the hair from her eyes.


  “But you can’t share this with anyone,” he continued. “Not a soul. Do you understand? I’m a confidential source to you right now, and this information is privileged.”


  “Okay.” She bit her bottom lip, not in a nervous way; it looked like repressed excitement.


  He said, “Wesley Clark is alive.”


  The car swerved briefly before Erika regained control.


  “Still with me?” he said.


  “Yeah. I’m just trying to keep my jaw from falling onto the floorboard. How do you know this?”


  “I saw him.”


  “Where?”


  “Inside the Clark compound when I was there. We had a confrontation. He tried to kill me.”


  “My God, Patrick.”


  “Tried to shoot me, actually.”


  “Ohgoodlord. Are you okay?”


  “Emotionally battered, but physically, yes, I’m fine. He got away.”


  Erika said nothing. Her eyes were narrowed on the road, but he knew she was putting the pieces together a mile a minute.


  “Penny for your thoughts?” Patrick said.


  “This is huge.”


  “I know.”


  “Wesley is definitely not a murder victim.”


  “Clearly.”


  “And with Fairchild’s arrest, it’s a good bet they killed Charlene together.”


  “Just as we’ve suspected all along, but confirmation is good.”


  “Did he say anything at all about it?”


  “We never got that far.”


  “Well, what was he doing there in the first place? Hiding out?”


  Patrick sighed. “It’s doubtful. Too risky with the possibility of investigators coming and going.”


  “Then what?”


  Patrick let out another sigh, a much longer one. “I think he followed me there.”


  “Followed you? Why?”


  “I haven’t told you everything, Erika.” He raised his hand, palm toward her. “But not because I wanted to keep info from you—it’s because I didn’t want to put you at risk.”


  “Patrick. At risk of what?”


  “Of danger.”


  “Okay, now you’re really scaring me. What the hell are we talking about here?”


  He glanced in his side-view mirror once more and said, “I think Wesley’s been following me for a while.”


  She took her eyes off the road and stared at him a little too long, her mouth hanging open a little too wide. Patrick pointed two fingers at his eyes, then aimed them out the windshield.


  She refocused on her driving and said, “Following you… but… why?”


  Patrick trusted Erika, but he wasn’t willing to let her in on the Charlene-Marybeth connection—not just yet, anyway. Telling her now would be like opening a new can of worms. He said, “I haven’t figured that out yet. Maybe he feels I’m close to finding something he doesn’t want me to. I think that’s why he followed me to the compound. He wanted to stop me. And kill me.”


  “But why risk coming to the compound and getting caught?”


  “It actually makes sense when you think about it. Can you think of any other place he’d feel more comfortable? This is his turf. The only other one who knew it as well was Charlene, and she’s dead now. He knows every exit, every escape route, and if the place has any secret rooms, he knows about those, too. Besides, the man’s like a vapor—he’s already demonstrated that—and he’s very skilled at coming and going without detection.”


  “So where do you think he’s been hiding out all this time?”


  Patrick shook his head. “There’s no telling.”


  “Did you tell Pike about all this?”


  “No, and I don’t want him to know.”


  “But he could help you.”


  Patrick shook his head. “He can’t, and he won’t. The guy wants my ass on a platter just as badly as Wesley does. I don’t trust him, and the police can’t know about any of this.”


  It was her turn to sigh.


  When they pulled up to his house, Erika took one look at it and slammed on the brakes. She didn’t say a word; she didn’t have to—it was written plainly on her face, the first time Patrick could ever remember seeing her this rattled.


  She said, “Jesus, Patrick. Your garage! Your Jeep! What in the…?”


  “Things went a bit wonky after you left. Someone tried to burn my house down… and left a corpse in my driveway.”


  She swung her entire body around toward him. Her mouth was headed for lockjaw. The eyes weren’t looking so well, either.


  He told her the story about Helene, how her murder had been an act of retribution, as well as a message for him, orchestrated by Wesley Clark.


  After he finished, it took her several moments to form words, and then, “I leave you alone for a minute and this is what happens…”


  He shrugged. “It’s been a rough few days.”


  “Patrick, this is way too dangerous. You’re in over your head.”


  “I’ve got no choice,” he said, looking at what was once his garage. “I’m in it now, whether I like it or not.”


  “So what are you going to do?”


  Patrick reached for the door handle. “I honestly have no idea. I need to process everything, figure it all out. Right now, I just want to get some sleep.”


  Erika fell back in her seat and gazed at him with what he could tell was genuine worry. “What can I do in the meantime?”


  “Keep everything under wraps, okay? I’ll let you know when I have more.”


  “Please, Patrick,” she said, “just be careful.”
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  He entered the house thinking about what Erika had said. Just be careful. He was way beyond that point. Right now he was all about staying alive. Patrick turned to close the front door.


  “Welcome home.”


  He spun around and froze.


  Tristan relaxed on the recliner, Bullet facing her with rapt attention. She threw the dog some popcorn; he snatched it midair.


  “Jeez,” Patrick said, “I need to tie a damned bell around your neck just to keep track of you.”


  “You’ll forgive me for breaking and entering this once, I hope, considering the circumstances.”


  He sat on the couch with a weary sigh.


  “Saw you on the news last night,” she said and smiled. “Sure are getting a lot of coverage lately. You’re almost like a celeb.”


  He gave her a glare. Her face flashed serious. She looked at her feet, scratched her head. “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine.” He loosened up some, took in a cleansing breath. “Just glad you were able to get away. I can handle this. For you it would have been a completely different story.”


  She watched him for a moment, her smile curving toward what looked like appreciation. Then she said, “So what happened?”


  He gave her the whole story and when he was done said, “Pike’s seriously got it in for me.”


  “Pike’s full of hot air,” she said, waving it off with a hand. “Typical cop intimidation bullshit. He’s got nothing on you.”


  “He’s working like hell to find something. His people are combing the compound for evidence.”


  “They won’t find anything.”


  “How about the window that got shot out? He seemed very interested in that.”


  “They don’t know how it got shot. And they won’t.”


  “Can’t the ballistics guys figure it out?”


  “I shot at Wesley with a revolver. No shell casings in the house, and even if they find a bullet outside, they can’t prove you were there, or that you had anything to do with it—so all they have is a broken window.”


  “What about gun residue? They can test for that, right?”


  “They can, but trust me, they won’t. That window was shattered all to pieces. They don’t have time to go through every shard, and even if they did, there’s still nothing to connect you. The place has been empty for weeks, and the jackasses forgot to activate the alarm. Anyone could have gone in there and broken that window. I’d love to see Pike try to pin that on you.”


  “I wouldn’t.”


  She fell back into the chair, rolled her eyes, aimed the remote at the TV.


  “He’ll be watching me now.”


  She was flipping through channels. “He already is.”


  “What?”


  She regarded the window. “Rob’s Electrical Service van. Parked across the street, about four houses down.”


  Patrick frowned.


  “Rob and his electrical service don’t exist. It’s the bucket squad. Pike and his goons are officially round-the-clock-on-your-ass.”


  Patrick’s cheeks flushed warm.


  “True story,” she said with a shrug, still watching the TV.


  “What the…? Are they bugging the place, too?”


  “Not anymore.” Without taking her eyes off the screen, she lifted a hand and opened it, revealing two very smashed and flattened microphones.


  Patrick stared at them. His cheeks were no longer warm; they were burning. He moved his gaze up to her and said, “And you’re sitting here relaxed and watching TV?”


  “What was I supposed to do? Invite them in for a refreshing beverage? Settle down. I’ve got this.”


  Patrick hurtled off the couch and began pacing, hands locked behind his head. “This is really bad.” He stopped to look at her. “Did they see you come in?”


  “Honestly, Patrick. Really?”


  “What the hell do we do now?”


  “Tell ’em to bring it on. Just more stupid cops, as far as I’m concerned. Besides, we’ve got a bigger problem.”


  “What now?”


  “Wesley Clark is coming for us… if he’s not already here.”


  That made Patrick’s stomach turn cold. “What makes you so sure? Wouldn’t that be too risky for him?”


  “Not as risky as having two people floating around who know he’s still alive. Guaranteed, he wants to finish up what he couldn’t do at the compound.”


  “You sure?”


  “Patrick, he’s a criminal. I’m a criminal. I know how their minds work, and that one’s about as crazy-assed as they come. Make no mistake: Wesley Clark is fixing to climb all up in our shit.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “We need to get out of here, and we need to do it fast.”


  “We can’t run for the rest of our lives.”


  “You’re right. We can’t. We need a plan, and I’ve got one.”


  He gave her an expectant stare.


  She said, “The key to all this is your Charlene.”


  “Marybeth.”


  “Whatever. The point is, you’ve been thinking like a reporter.”


  “Because I am one.”


  “If you want to win this game, you need to start thinking like a criminal.”


  “Okay then, criminal, tell me.”


  “We need to go back to where this all began.”


  “Already been to Las Brisas and the compound.”


  “There you go, thinking like a damned reporter again. Knock it off.”


  “What, then?”


  “Follow the body,” she said. “Follow Marybeth.”
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  “Mexico?” Patrick said.


  “Yes, Mexico. Don’t know why you didn’t go there to begin with.”


  “I didn’t go there to begin with because I didn’t know about the connection until after she was found. Besides, it’s a waste of time. The cops can’t get any info from authorities. They can’t even get her body back here.”


  She shook her head, pursing her lips. “Reporter.”


  “Stop it.”


  “Look, my instincts tell me there’s a helluva lot more to this story than what anybody knows, and it’s not going to just drive itself across the border and present itself to the cops. We need to go there and find it.”


  “But how will you cross the border? You’re on parole.”


  “Really, Patrick. You begged me to break into Security Central where I almost got caught and arrested, and now you’re worried about parole violations?”


  He didn’t have an answer for that one.


  “Look,” she said. “I’ve been watching you stumble over yourself too long. Now your life’s in danger, and mine, too. You’ve been completely missing the ball. I’m taking it from here.”


  He crossed his arms and gave her a scowl.


  “Sorry, but it’s true. You’ve managed to get Psycho Dude From Hell and Dumbo-Cop both on your tail. Good job. If you want to live and keep both our asses out of jail, you need to turn this over to me. Now, are you in or not?”


  He gaped at her, wondering if he looked as utterly clueless as he felt.


  “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. “Now, first things first. Got any cash available?”


  “About three thousand that I can get my hands on right away.”


  “Take twenty-five hundred. Draining the account raises a red flag. After that, don’t use any credit or debit cards. From here on, we only deal in cash.”


  He nodded.


  “Next there’s a dick with resources we need to lose.”


  “What about the psychotic with the grudge?”


  “That’ll take a bit more effort. For now, head to the bank and grab the green. We’ll meet at a designated rendezvous, throw the cops off our trail from there. Wesley too, if he’s watching us.”


  Patrick looked at Bullet. The dog perked his ears. Patrick gave Tristan a fretful stare.


  “I know,” she said, “I love the guy too, but I’m sorry, you’re going to have to put him up somewhere.”


  Patrick frowned. Bullet whimpered.


  “Is there somebody you trust where you know he’ll be safe?”


  “I can leave him with Erika, but what do I tell her?”


  “As little as possible. The less she knows, the better off she’ll be. Tell her that if she asks.”


  Patrick looked at Bullet, nodding, troubled by the thought of leaving his boy behind, realizing how much he was going to miss him.


  “Take a cab to Erika’s,” Tristan said. “I don’t want you using my car anymore. Now that we know the cops are watching your every move, they can easily trace my plates, and I want to remain invisible. Then go straight to the bank. Quickly. We don’t have much time. Leave your phone here, too. It’s got GPS tracking on it.”


  “But how do I lose the cops before I get to the rendezvous point?”


  “You won’t. I’ll explain later. After you get the money, go to Sangria Market on the corner of Phelps and Lacy. There’s a pay phone all the way in back. I’ll call you at one p.m. on the nose. Be there and be ready to take instructions. Now, let’s get this party started.”
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  When Erika opened her door, she didn’t even ask what was wrong, but Patrick knew the troubled look on his face spoke volumes.


  He handed her the leash. “Would you mind?”


  Bullet let out a low whimper.


  Erika smiled with worry. “Of course not.”


  Patrick stooped to his knees, began scratching under his boy’s chin, the weight of the moment too heavy for him. For the first time since he’d brought Bullet home, they would be separated, possibly for days, possibly longer. The dog was his world, his kindred spirit, and he wasn’t sure how they’d manage without each other. Patrick wasn’t even sure if he’d return from Mexico alive.


  He looked deep into Bullet’s eyes and said, “I’m not abandoning you. I’m coming back. I promise.”


  Bullet kept his eyes on him and tilted his head, as if to say, But I don’t understand. He let out a whine, more soulful and troubled than Patrick had ever heard from him. It hit Patrick hard. He ran a hand over Bullet’s head and again said, “I promise.”


  He stood to find Erika looking just as troubled, his pain reflected in her eyes. The words caught in his throat when he said, “He means the world to me. Please… please take care of my boy.”


  “I will,” she said, softly. “You won’t have to worry about him, but I’m worried about you. Please, Patrick, take care of yourself.”


  Bullet lifted his head and let out a long, penetrating howl.


  Patrick’s eyes filled with tears. He swallowed hard, turned and walked away, feeling as if he were leaving his whole life behind.


  And maybe he was.


  As the cab pulled away, he could see Erika and Bullet standing in the doorway. He turned his head forward, drew in a strained breath, his ache drilling deeper with each mile.


  On the main road, he forced himself to focus on other things. Tristan had told him to be mindful of anyone who might be following him. He gazed into the side view at the two lanes behind him, both filled with cars, wondering if any of them was the enemy. Not that he could tell anymore. The enemy was multiplying, the lines becoming more blurred as his life spun closer toward danger. He’d hoped to make things better when all this started, but all he’d really done was create a mess. Now he wondered whether he was headed for an even bigger one.


  He felt so lost, so untethered. So alone.
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  Patrick waited in the back of the market for Tristan’s call, cash heavy in his pocket. The phone rang exactly at one o’clock. The woman was nothing if not precise.


  “Walk two blocks north,” she said. “Go left on Johnson. There’s a little dive bar called Flirty’s about a hundred feet down on the right. Go inside.”


  “Then what?” he said, watching a woman move down the market aisle, her little boy smiling in the cart without a care in the world. He envied the boy.


  “I’ll be waiting,” Tristan said.
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  She wasn’t lying: the place was in fact a dive, but with a name like Flirty’s, he hadn’t exactly expected anything classy. Dark and stinky was about all they were serving. At one end of the bar, a guy cried into his glass of Whatever. At the other end sat Tristan.


  Patrick bellied up next to her.


  “Don’t get too comfortable.” She didn’t look at him. “We’re on the move.” She glanced at the bartender, a thin, raw-boned woman in her fifties who looked as though she’d been around the block a few times—actually, more than a few, and maybe dragged. The woman gave Tristan a discreet nod; Tristan returned it and slid off the barstool. Patrick followed her to the rear door.


  Outside was a filthy alley that stunk of stale beer, cigarette butts, and other things indeterminable though thoroughly nauseating. A beat-up Buick Regal sat abandoned to one side. Patrick observed the tall cinderblock wall facing them; between that and the building, there was little chance anyone could have been watching from a vantage point.


  Tristan glanced up and down the alley, then pointed to the hunk of junk that Patrick had presumed was abandoned. He’d presumed wrong.


  “Our new wheels,” she said.


  Patrick looked at it, looked at her. “New…”


  She shrugged.


  “Sweet ride,” he said, but his tone of voice stated the exact opposite. “Where’d you get it?”


  “The Gettin’ at Place. Quit asking questions about things you really don’t want the answers to, okay?”


  Patrick gave her a wary glance. Her point was a good one.


  They got in. It stunk worse than the alley and bar put together.


  “Smells like someone threw up in here,” Patrick said.


  “Probably.”


  “And other nasty stuff.”


  “Probably that too, but it’ll get us where we need to go, and right now, it’s all that matters. Put your head down for a few blocks while I make sure we don’t have a tail.”


  He did. The smell was even worse with his face closer to the floor.


  They exited onto a side street, hopped onto the 5 headed south.


  “Did you leave the phone?”


  “Just like you told me.”


  “Good boy.”


  “What if we need to make a call?”


  “We’ll use mine. We can get you a throwaway after we cross the border, if we need it.” Tristan was still watching the rearview. She gave a single nod and said, “You can sit up now.”


  “So what happens once we get there?”


  “I know a guy.”


  He sighed. “Phrases like that worry me.”


  “I know. There’s a lot that worries you.”


  He looked out his window. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think you do.”


  Patrick didn’t touch that one. Instead, he went for something safer. “So what about the border?”


  “Getting in’s a breeze. Getting back into the US will be the challenge.”


  “So?”


  “So don’t worry about it. I got it figured out.”


  He didn’t ask on that one either. He was learning.


  About ten minutes later, traffic slowed to a near halt, and Patrick could see the San Ysidro Point of Entry in the distance. The checkpoint station stretched across the freeway, the word MEXICO plastered above in big, blockish letters. For Patrick, it spelled trouble. He felt sick. He shifted restlessly.


  “Relax, will you?” she said. “We’ve got this.”


  Patrick wasn’t sure what they had, other than more problems on the way. But to his relief, they rolled through without a hitch.
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  Reaching the other side was like dropping into a different world, more congested, more smoggy, everything moving in a hurried and disorganized manner. Patrick had been here many times before while covering stories for National Monthly and found the city to be a study in polar opposites. People were either very rich or very poor, their homes either large and extravagant or sadly lacking. Currently, they were in a lacking part of town. He rolled down his window but then thought better of it after letting in the combined funk of smog, raw sewage, and fried food.


  Tristan didn’t say anything, but from the look on her face he could tell she wasn’t loving their surroundings much, either.


  “Ever been here before?” Patrick asked.


  Her voice fell flat when she said, “I’ve been to just about every bad place, and this is one of them.”


  He looked at her again, then back at the road, wondering where Every Bad Place was and, even more, how she’d ended up there. He didn’t ask.


  They rolled past absolute poverty: houses that were barely homes, some unfinished, some in various stages of decay, others just on the brink of livable. It was difficult to look at, and it was heartbreaking. Tristan made a series of turns until they were bumping down a dirt road. A few miles later, they came to a trailer park. Patrick glanced out, hoping it wasn’t their destination.


  Tristan turned into the entrance.


  She stopped the car outside a dilapidated trailer with a sign reading OFICINA.


  “What’s here?” he asked.


  “Not what. Who.”


  “You know a guy,” he said.


  “You got it.”


  “Guy got a name?”


  “Fat Jack.”


  “Not sure I like the sound of that.”


  “Not sure you have a choice, but what seems to be the problem?”


  Dirt and dust lifted around them, circling off and into the wind. Patrick said, “My years of covering crime have taught me a few things. One is that people who slap adjectives before their names aren’t generally community pillars.”


  Tristan got out, slammed her door, and leaned in the window to stare at Patrick. “Do me a favor?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Take it down a notch, okay? Your jittery bullshit is starting to work my nerves.”


  At the trailer, Tristan gave him a final, cautionary glare, then rapped on the bent and rusted screen door. Patrick looked up at the awning and spotted an ancient video camera, wires like tangled spaghetti, duct tape slapped all over. Then he heard a buzz—more like an emaciated fizzle, actually—and the click of a lock.


  They went inside to meet Fat Jack.


  And fat he was. Patrick gauged him somewhere in the neighborhood of four hundred plus. Fat Jack sat behind a desk, his large body covering up any hint of a chair. Patrick found himself trying to hold his breath. Something in the office smelled rank, a wicked combination of stale cigar smoke and mildew and Lysol.


  “Tristan,” Fat Jack said in a high-pitched, wheezy voice that struck Patrick as odd for a man of his size. He dropped a fat hand across the desk.


  Tristan shook it.


  Fat Jack caught Patrick staring and responded with a churlish expression.


  “This is my friend, Patrick,” Tristan said. “He’s cool.”


  Fat Jack gave a surly nod and didn’t offer to shake. Patrick was relieved.


  “You got us hooked up?” she asked.


  Fat Jack wheeled the invisible chair back and reached toward a metal cabinet that proudly sported a Fuck You! bumper sticker with a smiley face. From the Happy Cabinet he pulled out a key attached to a chewed-up block of wood, space 127 scribbled across it in black marker. He slid the key across the desk.


  Tristan picked it up and said, “Thanks, Jack. Owe you one.”


  “You and everyone else,” he wheezed. “Just remember, payday’s coming.”


  “It always does,” Tristan said turning toward the door.


  Patrick didn’t ask. Again.


  As they pulled away from the office, Patrick said, “He seems nice.”


  She shot him a look. It wasn’t pretty.


  “And this is a nice trailer park.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Sorry, the Four Seasons was booked for the weekend. Maybe next year. Now shut up.”


  She pulled into their space, put the car in park. The only person around was a middle-aged guy in a camp chair outside his trailer. He wore a stained wife beater, and the cigarette sticking from his mouth was just a singed filter. He offered them a suspicious glare.


  “We’ll be safe for right now,” Tristan said, “and right now that’s what we need.”


  Looking at their new neighbor, Patrick wasn’t so sure.
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  CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


  The interior was everything Patrick had expected and less, including a stink every bit as virulent as Fat Jack’s office.


  “The seventies called,” he said, gazing around. “They want their trailer back.”


  Tristan wheeled toward him, her expression a very stern, very clear warning.


  “Sorry,” he said, holding his hands up as if shielding a potential blow, fighting a grin. “That one slipped through the filter.”


  “Well maybe it’s time for a filter change. And adjust the attitude while you’re there.”


  “Noted,” he said.


  The eating area was a paradox unto itself: avocado-colored stove, baked-on grease obscuring the oven window. The aluminum sink was dented, its faucet listing at a peculiar, impractical angle. Off to one side sat a wobbly steel table along with its dysfunctional family of bent chairs, the vinyl seat pads torn and tattered. Toward the rear were two steel cots—looking more like afterthoughts than intentions—with flimsy, undernourished mattresses, stained and striped, akin to something you’d find in a prison cell.


  It took every ounce of determination to conceal his disgust, and even more, his intestinal upset. As he turned to Tristan, she said with sharp enunciation, “Not. A. Word.”


  He complied.


  After settling in—or trying his best to—he felt the tension lift some. They were in a world of hell and both knew it. But Patrick also felt an odd comfort building between them. For some reason, he couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather be there with. It was a startling revelation, considering that in the beginning he couldn’t even stand to be in an elevator with her. And yet, more and more, he was finding so much he liked about her, even admired.


  Such an unlikely pair.


  They sat at the table, staring at each other in silence.


  “I really do appreciate this,” Patrick said. “And everything else you’ve done, too.”


  “We’re a team,” she said, with a shrug. “That’s what you do when you’re a team.”


  Something in the words resonated strongly with Patrick. Maybe not just the words. Perhaps it was the pure genuineness, the fragile vulnerability she was allowing to show. This woman carried a lifetime of pain, both inside and out, but she wore her scars proudly like a coat of armor. He studied her with admiration.


  “What?” she said, revealing her other side again.


  “The scar,” he said, now feeling confident enough to ask. “How did you get it?”


  She held his gaze, appearing tense and caught off guard by his boldness. Then gradually she relaxed, as if letting down the wall. She looked down at her hands, weaving her fingers together. “I messed with the wrong guy.”


  “I know. What happened?”


  Still looking down, shaking her head: “I did a deal with a very dangerous man, and it went bad.”


  “Who was he?”


  “Antonio Bardez. He hired me to move a bunch of gold bars from a refinery. I got greedy. I had this idea to bring them down here and cash them in. Figured I’d hide out for a while until the heat died down. Bad idea. It only took him and his guys a couple of days to find me…” She stopped.


  Patrick waited.


  Her voice began to tremble. “They took me to a field and staked me out.”


  Patrick shook his head. Now he knew why she’d become wary as soon as they crossed the border.


  Tristan caught the recognition in his eyes and nodded, tears forming in her bottom lids. She blinked and they glided down her cheeks. Turning her head, she looked out the window, wiping the tears away with her sleeve.


  Patrick reached across the table and grabbed her hand, eyes held tightly on her.


  “They took turns raping me,” she continued. “It seemed like it went on forever. After they were done, Bardez pulled out a box cutter…” She stopped and closed her eyes, breaths labored, unable to go on.


  Patrick gave her hand a quick, gentle squeeze.


  “He said, ‘I’m going to make you as ugly on the outside as you are on the inside, so everywhere you go, the whole world will know.’ ”


  Patrick kept his gaze steady. He wanted to be there for her when she returned from the terrible memory.


  “Then after he cut my face open… he spit in it.”


  The creak in her voice cut to the deepest part of Patrick—he tried to speak, but what came out was nothing more than a soft, shapeless moan.


  “I laid in that field all night, nearly bled to death, shaking, wild dogs licking the blood off my face. I was in so much pain, inside and out. I’ve never felt so…”


  “Alone,” Patrick said.


  She nodded, sniffling away tears. “A homeless guy found me in the morning. He untied me, gave me his water, helped me get cleaned up. The day was getting so hot—it was close to ninety already—and even so, he walked with me into town. It had to be a good ten miles.”


  “He helped you find your way.”


  “I swear, that man barely had any clothes on his back, and yet to me, he had everything. His kindness was so pure, and it came from such a good place, and he offered it so easily.”


  Patrick smiled, warmed by the thought.


  “By the time I got through the border, the cops were waiting on the US side. Bardez had set me up. I was arrested and convicted. But you know something? Being in jail didn’t seem so bad, not compared to what I feel every time I look in a mirror, or when I see my scar reflected by the horror on other people’s faces.”


  Patrick could barely breathe; he tried, but it felt more like a gasp. He searched for something to say that might comfort her, to take away the pain, but there was nothing that could do that, and he knew it. Through a broken voice, he managed to say, “The box cutter.”


  Tristan’s expression blazed as if finding anger easier to manage than sadness. She clenched her teeth, speaking through them. “I wanted to fucking kill that guy when he attacked you. I wanted to beat the life out of him with that tire iron. I would have, too, if he hadn’t knocked me out. Lucky for him.”


  “Not so lucky for you,” Patrick said, sympathetically.


  Laughing softly through tears, she said, “Yeah, well, luck isn’t something I’ve ever had much of. Seems to miss me at every turn—the good kind, anyway. The bad… it finds me, like it knows my name.” She looked down, shook her head with sadness, and her voice became weaker. “I swear, sometimes you just get so tired of fighting every damned day of your life. Know what I mean?”


  He did.
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  When he awoke the next morning, Patrick sat up to find Tristan at the kitchen table with a map spread out before her. A tiny rabbit-eared television perched on a flimsy tray table in the corner; it was on and, to his surprise, picking up a San Diego station, albeit not very well. True to form, Tristan was keeping her finger on the pulse, intent on not missing a thing. He stretched and yawned. She kept working, Patrick watching her with amusement.


  “What?” she said.


  “Just thinking about what you could do with all that skill and talent. You could probably take on the world.”


  “Let someone else take on the world,” she said, flipping a page over, studying it. “I’ve got no interest in cleaning up other people’s messes.”


  “But have you ever thought about it?”


  She looked at him. “About what?”


  “Putting your abilities toward something, you know… normal.”


  “Normal is overrated.”


  “You may have to get a real job someday.”


  “Real is overrated, too.” She shuffled more papers. “There’s coffee on the counter.”


  Patrick considered the coffee machine, but after eyeing the black goo inside, decided to opt out. “So what are you doing?”


  “Figuring things out.”


  “Any luck?”


  She gave him a dry smile. “Maybe.”


  He grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it over his head on the way to her—as he did, Patrick realized he’d inadvertently left his Medic Alert necklace sitting out on the countertop after taking it off the night before. Trying to appear casual, he grabbed it, shoving it into his shorts pocket.


  He was about to take a seat across from Tristan, when he heard his name on TV and jerked his head toward the screen. His house was on the news, surrounded by sheriff’s deputies.


  Tristan scooted closer, cranked up the volume.


  “Authorities want to question Bannister in relation to the case. His whereabouts are currently unknown.”


  “What the…?” His jaw dropped.


  “The former news reporter was charged with trespassing Saturday night after officials found him wandering the Clark compound. Authorities are urging him to come forward for additional questioning. A News Seven source speculates that Bannister could be a flight risk and may have jumped bail.”


  Patrick threw his hands up. “There goes my career. And my life.”


  The video wiped across the screen to a sound bite with Steve Pike, appearing unusually on-camera cooperative.


  “Great,” Patrick said. “If it isn’t the freakin’ wind beneath my wings.”


  “Mr. Bannister is a person of interest at this time regarding the Clark case,” Pike said. “We want to talk to him further, but it appears we can’t because he’s on the run.”


  “Yeah,” Patrick said, “from your crooked ass.”


  Pike was still talking. “We’re asking anyone with information on his whereabouts to please contact us immediately.”


  “What the hell is he talking about?” Patrick said, standing straight up. “I’ve got nothing to do with that case, and he knows it.”


  “Welcome to my world, partner,” Tristan said. “That’s how the fuckers roll.”


  “This is just great. What do I do now?”


  “You blow it off—that’s what you do. Unless he’s got a warrant, it’s all just jaw-flap. He’s grandstanding.”


  “At my expense!”


  “Relax, would you? If he wants to spin his wheels, let him. He’s only wearing himself out. We can’t afford to waste energy on this right now, anyway. Quit worrying about it, and let’s get down to business.”


  He dropped back into the chair, arms crossed, half-attentive, half-scowling.


  “And lose the pissy face. It’s time to show me your stuff, Ace. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”
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  The old Buick had taken about ten cranks but, even then, refused to turn over.


  “Not a word,” Tristan said, sparing him a snappish glare.


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “Didn’t have to.”


  She was right. A smart-assed remark was just about to roll off his tongue before she put the kibosh on it. She was getting to know him too well, could quell his sarcasm before it got a chance to sparkle.


  She gave the car another crank. The engine sputtered.


  “Almost got off the ground that time.” He aimed his finger up, then gradually arched it downward. “And then…” He made a fart noise with his lips.


  “Shut it,” she said.


  He straightened his grin. Well, he tried.


  Just then, the engine kicked over.


  Patrick managed to keep his fingers crossed and mouth shut as they made their way toward the paved road. They were headed to La Azucena, where Charlene’s body had been found burning on a hillside.


  “This is ground zero,” Tristan remarked as they pulled up to the location. “You follow the body.”


  “But the body’s not here anymore,” Patrick said.


  “It doesn’t have to be.” She put the car in park. “Everything else still is. You’re the reporter. You can find the rest.”


  As soon as they exited the car, Tristan put a hand over her nose and said, “Place smells like death.”


  “Raw sewage,” Patrick said, walking around the car toward her. “Indoor plumbing’s a luxury in some areas.”


  She shook her head, then eyed the hillside to their left. They both moved toward the edge.


  Patrick stared at the branded patch of earth among the weeds, and an abrupt and powerful sadness needled through him. He was looking truth directly in the face: this was the exact spot where Marybeth’s body had been tossed and burned, erased from the world like a bad mistake. At no other time had it been more obvious—his only chance to untangle the past had literally gone up in flames.


  Patrick saw Tristan watching him, her sad smile saying she understood. He looked down the hillside, trying to force his attention and thoughts away from his feelings and seeking stability through logic.


  Fire then, fire now, he thought again. History had indeed repeated itself, but this time Marybeth’s attacker had made certain her life was snuffed out. Someone who wanted to teach her a lesson, perhaps someone even burned by her deceit. Now Patrick knew who that someone was—it could only be Wesley Clark. But why and how did Fairchild play into it?


  What happened? he thought, staring at the blackened spot, as if asking Marybeth herself. And how did you get caught in his awful web?


  But he got no answer.


  Patrick let his attention expand. The area was surrounded by houses, many higher up in the hills and so far away that nobody there would have heard or seen anything—at least not until the body was burning and smoke began drifting up. He looked down the hillside and spotted a church about a hundred yards away.


  “What are you thinking?” Tristan asked.


  He looked up toward the homes in the hills. “I’m thinking we need to start working our way from the top down.”


  She nodded her agreement, and they headed up the hill.


  But after reaching the top, they soon realized there was little chance anyone here had seen much. Too far away, with many of the views obscured by the hillside. They headed lower to where the vantage point was better.


  “Turn here,” Tristan said, pointing out her window. “This is good.”


  They rolled up to a man on his patio, listening to the radio as he watched the world go by. Like many of the homes here, his place was in shambles, plaster cracked or missing in spots. Half the roof was covered in plastic, half the windows by plywood.


  Patrick glanced at Tristan. She gave him a nod.


  They got out of the car and walked up to him.


  “¿Usted habla ingles, señor?” Patrick said.


  The man shook his head.


  Patrick gave it another shot. “¿Haz visto el fuego allí en la ladera la otra noche?”


  The man shook his head again.


  Patrick tried once more. “¿Sabes si alguien lo vio?”


  The man continued to shake his head.


  Patrick smiled and said, “Muchas gracias, señor.”


  On the way back to the car, Patrick tried to read Tristan’s expression, unsure whether it was confusion or shock. Maybe both.


  “Where did you learn to speak Spanish like that?” she asked.


  “The Learnin’ at Place.” He grinned.


  “Smart-ass.”


  They drove down more streets, asking everyone they saw the same questions. And got the same results: came up empty-handed at every turn.


  “Half these houses are missing walls,” Tristan said, “or, at the very least, windows. How could they not have seen anything?”


  “I don’t think that’s the issue.”


  “What? The walls or the windows?”


  “Neither. We’re dealing with a completely different culture here. With law enforcement being corrupt, most folks are afraid to talk to anyone, especially a couple of gringos waltzing through their neighborhood. You asked why I didn’t come here: this is the reason.”


  She thought about it, nodded, but didn’t seem satisfied. “Guess we’ll just have to work harder, then.”


  Patrick slammed on the brakes.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  He pointed to a kid on a bike about fifty feet away. “I’m going to change the game up a little.”


  They got out of the car. The boy watched them impassively as they approached.


  “¿Hablas ingles?” Patrick said.


  The kid shook his head with the same vacant stare the man had given them just minutes before.


  Patrick reached into his pocket. He pulled out his wallet, produced a twenty, and again said, “¿Hablas ingles?”


  The kid reached for the bill and said, “Uh-huh.”


  Patrick yanked the money away before he could get it. “Not so fast, partner.”


  The boy frowned.


  “You only get it if you help me. No help, no dinero, comprende?”


  The kid nodded with reluctant annoyance.


  “I need to know if you saw anything the other night when the body was found over there on the hill, or if you know someone who did.”


  “I didn’t see anything,” the kid said.


  Patrick shrugged, put the money back in his pocket. “Okay. Thanks anyway.” They turned around, headed toward the car.


  “What about the money?” the kid called.


  “No help, no money. That was the deal.”


  The kid said, “But I know someone!”


  “So do I. What’s the point?”


  “No, I mean, I know someone who saw what happened.”


  Patrick crossed his arms, waited.


  “A lady was talking to the Federales that night. Down by the church.”


  “Got a name?”


  The boy shook his head. But as Patrick started walking away again, the boy added, “Señor, I’m serious! I saw her!”


  “But you have no name.”


  “A cleaning lady who works at the church.”


  Patrick narrowed his eyes. “You’d better be telling the truth.”


  “I am. I swear, I am!”


  He looked at Tristan. She raised a suspicious brow.


  Patrick gave the kid the money. The boy took off on his bike and disappeared down the street.


  “Smart kid,” Tristan said with a smirk.


  “A hustler, that’s for sure. Reminds me of someone.”


  “Shut up,” she said.


  “I’m not sayin’… I’m just sayin’.”


  “Shut the hell up,” she said again.
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  Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia actually looked nicer than the rest of the neighborhood. For a start, it had four walls, all of them solid, all the windows still holding glass.


  “You think the kid was giving us a line?” Tristan asked as they walked toward the entrance.


  “We’ve got nothing else.”


  The doors were unlocked. There was no sign of anyone inside. Cautiously, they moved along the white-tiled floors. Tristan nodded at the OFICINA sign, with an arrow pointing to a door.


  Inside, a man sat behind a desk, staring at his computer screen. He looked up as they entered. In near-perfect English and with a smile, he said, “Can I help you?”


  “We’re trying to locate a woman who worked here,” Patrick said. “We think she was on the cleaning staff.”


  “And the reason, señor?”


  “I’m a reporter from the US, on assignment here.”


  Tristan gave him a subtle sideways glance. Patrick’s return glance told her to zip it.


  The man smiled politely. “A story about a cleaning woman?”


  “Well, no, not exactly. I’m reporting on the body found up on the hillside,” he said, pointing in that direction but keeping his eyes focused on the man. “I’m told a woman on your cleaning staff might have seen something.”


  “Do you know her name?”


  “That’s the problem. We actually don’t.”


  “Then I’m not sure I can help you.”


  “Do you have many women on staff here?” Tristan asked.


  “We have none.”


  They both shook their heads.


  “We use a service.” He smiled some more. “They come every week.”


  “I see,” Patrick said, nodding, thinking. “May I have the name of the service?”


  The man reached for his reading glasses, put them on, and thumbed through an old Rolodex jammed with cards. He pulled one out, held it up, eyeing it. “Limpio y Brilliant.”


  Patrick took out his notebook. “Address and phone number?”
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  “At least it’s something,” Tristan offered as they left the church. “Just hope it’s not a wild goose chase.”


  “We have to rule it out, anyway,” Patrick said.


  Going to downtown TJ meant heavy traffic. By the time they made their way to the address, the clock had wound well into the afternoon hours, and both Patrick and Tristan were hungry; they put it aside, motivated more by their need for information than their need for nourishment. Time was a luxury they couldn’t afford.


  They walked into a small office with a half-dozen workers at desks, most talking on the phone. One was an attractive woman, thick raven hair past her shoulders, heavy makeup. Nice business suit. A plaque on her desk said her name was Guadeloupe Martinez, Presidente y Director General. She flashed Patrick a generous smile. Patrick gave her one back.


  Tristan elbowed him and said, “Go get her, hot stuff.”


  He shot Tristan a look. It wasn’t nice.


  Martinez stood and came toward Patrick, her smile spreading wider with each step. “Can I help you?” she said, her accent thick, eyes bright.


  Tristan turned her head to roll her eyes, then turned back and gave the woman a polite, just-a-sidekick-don’t-mind-me smile as Patrick explained what they were looking for.


  Guadeloupe frowned. Patrick frowned, too, although he wasn’t sure why. Tristan did the eye roll again.


  “Is there a problem?” Patrick asked.


  Guadeloupe tossed her hair over her shoulders sending a perfumed gale sailing right at Tristan and Patrick. Tristan coughed her annoyance. Patrick’s elbow jabbed her with the same sentiment.


  Guadeloupe said, “Most of our crew are day workers. They come and go so fast. I don’t know how to find them.”


  “Don’t you keep records?” Patrick asked. “I mean, how do you pay them?”


  She frowned again. “We pay most of them cash after we know the work is done.”


  “Is there anyone here who might be able to help us?” Patrick said, glancing around the room. “Please, I would be most grateful for your help. It’s very important.” He threw in his best smile for good measure.


  It must have worked: she flashed the whites, and her eyes fluttered. She said, “Un momento. Let me see.” She turned and yelled to a guy in the back, “¡Jorge!”


  Jorge was on the phone but put his hand over the receiver as Guadeloupe strode to his desk. She leaned over. Now Jorge was smiling.


  Patrick watched with interest.


  “Don’t let your eyes fall out of your head,” Tristan said.


  Patrick gave her the elbow again.


  Guadeloupe returned with a slip of paper. “All he knows is that her first name is Maria, and he thinks she lives here. I had him write down what she looks like.” She smiled and blinked.


  Patrick looked at the paper: a location. A brief description. And underneath, a phone number with Guadeloupe’s name.


  “Please let me know if there’s any other way I can help.” She smiled and blinked, and smiled and blinked. The last one might have been a wink.


  “Going to give her a call?” Tristan said cheerfully once they were in the car.


  “Shut up.”


  “I’m not sayin’. I’m just sayin’.” Her grin was loaded with sarcasm. “Work it if you got it, baby.”


  “Shut up,” he said again.


  Once they were on the freeway, he said, “What do you think about getting something to eat? It’s been at least twelve…” He stopped when he noticed Tristan peering intently into the side-view mirror. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me.”


  “I’m not sure,” she said, still looking.


  “Which car?”


  “Three back, the blue one. I’ve been watching it since we got on the freeway. Been keeping its distance but staying on us.”


  Patrick glanced into his mirror. He spotted the car and felt his nerves clatter.


  “Get in the lane next to his and slow way down. See if he tries to stay back.”


  Patrick slowed, and so did the blue car. People were now honking at them, annoyed at the holdup in traffic. Patrick said, “I think we have our answer,” and sped up again.


  “Yep.”


  “What do I do now?”


  “Same routine as last time.”


  “But the traffic’s a lot thicker here. Don’t know if I can swing it.”


  “It’s moving faster up ahead.” She pointed out the window. “Take the first exit you can.”


  About half a mile ahead, he got into position, did his thing. Lost the car. When they reached the top of the off-ramp, he looked at Tristan.


  “This game just got a lot more dangerous,” she said.
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  They decided to nix lunch. Suddenly, staying alive seemed much more important.


  “If someone is following now,” Tristan said, “chances are good they’ve been following us all along.”


  “And if that’s true,” he added, “it means they also know where we’re staying.”


  Tristan didn’t respond, but Patrick could tell she was already thinking things through.


  “So what now?” he nudged.


  “We don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of getting protection from the Federales, and we can’t go home. No safer for us there.”


  “I’m not leaving until we get what we came for, anyway.”


  “Our tail can only be one of two people, the way I see it,” she said. “One of Pike’s goons, or Clark. Or maybe I’m wrong, and this is someone we don’t know about yet.”


  “I like that possibility even less. Whoever it is, how’d they know we’re here?”


  “I’m positive nobody trailed us into Mexico. I was watching the whole time.”


  “If we’re talking about Clark, it doesn’t matter. The man has a way of striking out of nowhere when you least expect it. He’s like a snake.”


  “He is a snake. A crazy-assed one. I’m willing to bet it was him in the car.”


  Patrick sighed. He was, too. “So which road to hell should we take now?”


  “I’m thinking.” She did, and then, “Let’s keep with the program, see if this Maria woman checks out. The faster we do this, the faster we can get out of sight… and find a new place to hide.”
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  The road to hell had just been a joke, but by the time they found it neither was laughing. This neighborhood was worse than the last: a shantytown, an epicenter of poverty that spread as far as the eyes could see—rows and rows of tiny broken boxes, each filled with tiny broken lives. Many of the dwellings leaned in every direction but up, as if the gentlest of winds could blow them over. The only paint on the walls was graffiti, and some didn’t have walls at all, just plastic tarps, torn sheets, and plywood to separate the interiors from the outside world. Electricity seemed to be a luxury. The only running water was a trail of raw sewage; the only mountain view, stacks of trash piled high in the yards, on the sidewalks, even in the roads. Much of it was burning, the smells of smoke and raw sewage mixing together, their toxic vapor dance filling the air.


  Patrick’s nostrils began to burn, and his eyes were itchy and filled with tears. He watched the village children, and sadness tugged at his heart—they were running everywhere, many of them unclothed, most of them covered in filth, mangy dogs bounding in circles around them. Despite their dismal surroundings, they were still playing, still smiling and laughing. He wondered if they were even aware that a better world lay just a few miles north. A world where clothing and shelter were a normal way of life, taken for granted.


  He couldn’t bear to look any longer. He turned his head away.


  They got out of the car, and Patrick heard a groan. When he found the source, he couldn’t believe it: a woman sat on the ground, leaning against a beat-up, overflowing trash can. Strung out, eyes closed, head nodding up and down. A pipe hanging loosely in one hand.


  Her boy—maybe five years old, if that—sat by her side, looking lost and alone. Might as well have been. Then, to Patrick’s horror, the boy snuck the pipe from his mother’s loose hand and took a hit, inhaling deep. He caught Patrick’s gaze, smoke streaming from his nostrils, his innocent child-like smile clashing oddly with the moment; for him, this was normal. For him, this was life.


  Patrick looked at Tristan. She was watching, too, her disgust palpable. She shook her head and said, “This place is hell.”


  “Let’s get it over with,” he said.
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  They started canvassing the neighborhood, searching for Maria, but the more they did, the more they realized they were getting nowhere fast.


  “The name Maria’s about as common here as chile relleno,” Tristan said.


  “I know.” Patrick put his hands on his hips, scanning the mess surrounding them. “And by the looks we’re getting from everyone, it’s pretty clear we don’t belong here. We need to get through this as fast as possible.”


  “Problem is, your girlfriend’s description wasn’t much help. Long dark hair, dark eyes, and in her thirties? That’s half the women here.”


  “She’s not my girlfriend.”


  “This is a bust,” Tristan said. “We’re just spinning our wheels.”


  “In a puddle of sludge,” Patrick added. He was hungry, tired, and they had absolutely nothing to show for their efforts. They’d just hit a wall. Hard.


  Tristan said, “We don’t even know for sure if this Maria actually exists. The kid could have been giving us the shaft.”


  She wasn’t stretching the truth at all, and he knew it, which drove his frustration even higher. “She’s all we have. There is nothing else. We can’t give up, not yet.”


  Tristan threw her hands up. “I’m open to suggestions…” She spotted a female walking past who matched the description, and out of pure desperation, shouted, “Hey! Maria!”


  The woman didn’t respond, kept walking. A kid on a beat-up mess of a bike whizzed past her.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said.


  They were headed for the car when Patrick stopped. He turned around and scanned the neighborhood.


  “What?” she said.


  “It worked with one—it might work a lot better with more.”


  “Huh?”


  “Just watch.” He walked down the street where a bunch of kids were hanging out on bikes. Tristan followed. From his wallet, he pulled a bunch of twenties.


  “Any of you speak English?” he said to them, holding up the wad of bills.


  Half of them nodded anxiously; the others didn’t need to. He was speaking the International Language of Cash.


  “I’ve got twenty bucks for each of you who brings me a woman named Maria and twenty bucks for her, too. Find your friends. I’ll give them money as well. Are you up for it?”


  Ten heads were now nodding and smiling.


  “You’ve got fifteen minutes,” Patrick said, “then the deal’s off. And I want proof, letters with a name and address, IDs, anything. Comprende?”


  The kids scrambled in all directions and disappeared down the street. Tristan watched with wide eyes. “That was fucking brilliant.”


  He nodded. “Now let’s see if it works.”


  They didn’t have to wait long. The kids came back with nearly twenty Marias.


  “Okay,” Patrick shouted out to the crowd. “Everyone line up in front of me.”


  Patrick and Tristan questioned each Maria, but one by one, as he handed them their money, Patrick’s hope began fading again. Maybe his brilliant plan wasn’t so brilliant after all. Or maybe they were simply chasing another ghost.


  Now there was only one person left in line: a man, envelope in hand, looking timid but hopeful.


  “Nice try,” Patrick said to him, his voice cold and flat. “You’re going to need more than that to make it work. A sex change for one.”


  “No!” the kid with him said. “Maria’s his wife! She couldn’t come! She’s at work!”


  Patrick assessed the man, then turned to Tristan. Tristan was already looking at him. He glanced at his watch, looked up at the kid, the wheels spinning in his head.


  Patrick looked at the man and said, “¿Estuvo trabajando su esposa en Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia algunas semanas atras cuando el cuerpo fue encontrado?”


  The man nodded.


  “¿Ella lo vio?”


  He nodded again.


  “Holy tamale…” Tristan said. “I think you just found our Maria.”


  Chapter Sixty


  CHAPTER SIXTY


  Maria Saldonado—the Maria—was working just a few miles up the road at a school. Tristan and Patrick couldn’t get there fast enough.


  They found her in the auditorium.


  “Maria?” Patrick called to her from the top of the aisle. She was leaning over and cleaning the seats, and she turned her head slightly to look at him.


  “¿Usted habla ingles?”


  “Un poquito,” she said and nodded.


  “I’m a journalist. May I talk to you?” Patrick rushed down the aisle. “It’s very important. It’s about the body found at the church.”


  She straightened up and turned to face him, and Patrick’s jaw dropped.


  Maria was pregnant, and not just a little; probably somewhere in her final month. She looked to be ailing, dark circles cradling her eyes, her face a mask of exhaustion and pain.


  “Aw, jeez,” Tristan muttered.


  This woman should not have been working, but clearly, this woman had to. Suddenly she swayed, put her hands to her belly, and squeezed her eyes closed. She collapsed into the seat behind her before Patrick and Tristan could reach her. Patrick placed a hand on her arm, and Maria threw her head back, grimacing with pain, breathing heavily. Perspiration covered her face and soaked her blouse.


  Tristan ran up the aisle, and returned with a cupful of water. She handed it to the woman, who drank greedily.


  “Do you want some more?” Tristan asked.


  Maria put a hand up and shook her head, still trying to catch her breath.


  Patrick moved his gaze to her ankles; they were swollen like balloons. No shoes, probably because getting them on would have been nearly impossible. He and Tristan glanced at each other, and without words, each knew what the other was thinking.


  Tristan knelt and looked into the woman’s eyes. “When are you due?”


  “Soon,” she said, her accent thick. “Very soon.”


  “You shouldn’t be working like this. You could lose the baby.”


  Maria nodded her shame and said, “I know… I know… but I have to. My husband cannot work. He is sick. We need food.”


  “Not anymore, you don’t,” Patrick said, lips pressed with determination, reaching for his wallet. He pulled out three hundred-dollar bills and handed them to her. “This should hold you until the baby’s born. We’re taking you home. You need to rest.”


  Maria’s eyes warmed with her smile. “¡Gracias! ¡Muchas gracias! Thank you so much!” She pressed the bills to her chest, raised her gaze to the ceiling. “¡Gracias Dios mio!”


  Now Tristan was smiling, too.
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  They headed to the house. Patrick drove while the two women sat in the back, Maria resting a weary head on Tristan’s shoulder, Tristan holding Maria’s hand. Patrick looked in his rearview mirror and smiled. It was one of the rare moments where Tristan had let her guard down. He was moved by the look of genuine concern on her face.


  The expression changed when she realized he was watching. “What?” she said, pulling the wall up again.


  “You’re okay, Reynolds,” he said. “You know that?”


  She fought her grin, and said, “You’re not so bad yourself, Bannister.”


  The wall was down again.


  And Patrick couldn’t stop smiling. Because a month ago he could not have imagined they’d be saying those words to each other.


  But he was so glad they had.
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  Maria’s husband lit up with delight when she told him about the money. Patrick didn’t return the buoyant smile; he was too busy feeling overwhelmed by his own deep sadness at the family’s dismal living conditions. The place was in shambles, sheetrock torn from its framework, floors nothing but exposed concrete, a large hole through the ceiling covered on the outside by a plastic tarp. He knew there was no running water; in fact, from what he could see, there was no hope—just a baby on the way into all this poverty, and all the money he had couldn’t repair these people’s lives. Even worse, there were thousands more families here just like them.


  “This is Enrique,” Maria said, grinning with excitement.


  They shook hands, and Patrick said, “Yes, we’ve met.”


  Enrique motioned them to sit on a torn and tattered couch. Maria sat in a chair, her posture straight, palms pressing against her thighs for extra support. She said, “I tell you now about the church. Yes?”


  “We need to know everything you can remember about that night, Maria,” Patrick said.


  She leaned back in her chair, looking at the door as if watching her memories replay. “I was taking out garbage. I hear a car pull up. Someone dumping something… and then, fire. At first, I think they are burning trash. This is normal here. Later, the Federales come and tell me it was a dead woman.”


  “What did the car look like?” Patrick asked.


  “Big. American. Four doors, dark, like black… or blue?”


  “Do you remember what time this was?”


  She thought about it. “After midnight, maybe two?”


  Patrick leaned toward her, flattening his hands together. “The guy who dumped the body, did you see what he looked like?”


  “No.” She shook her head.


  Patrick frowned. “Nothing at all?”


  “No, I see. I see.”


  “Huh?”


  “Not a man. I see a woman.”


  Chapter Sixty-One


  CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


  Patrick and Tristan drove away in silence, both knowing what the other was thinking, both at a loss for words.


  Patrick gave it a try. “A nun?”


  Tristan shrugged. “Nobody’s perfect.”


  “Comedian. Okay, Maria said the woman was thin-framed, about five foot three.”


  “Jocelyn Fairchild,” Tristan said.


  “The description matches. So while Wesley ran off into hiding, she cleaned up the mess and dumped the body? But why dressed as a nun?”


  “If she planned on dumping it by the church…”


  “When in Rome?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Weird, though,” he said, still thinking.


  She pulled back. “And this surprises you? Clark and Fairchild have been tossing out strange like Tootsie Rolls on Halloween.”


  “Point taken.” He went silent for a moment, and then, “Well, the cops have got Fairchild locked away now, at least. That’s one less psycho to worry about. Which brings us to the next question. Where do we sleep tonight? We can’t go to the trailer if Clark knows about it.”


  “I haven’t seen anyone on our tail since earlier, and I’ve been watching.”


  “He could be waiting for the right time.”


  “And we’ll be waiting, too.” She reached under her seat and pulled out a very large gun.


  Patrick did a double take. “Where do you keep coming up with all this weaponry?”


  She pulled the magazine out, checked the rounds, smacked it back in. “Just be glad I do. We’ll keep an eye out for him.”


  But Patrick knew it would take more than an eye to keep them safe for long.
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  They made it through the night without incident: that was the good news. The bad news was that it did little to calm their nerves. The enemy’s imprecise, unpredictable movements put them even more on edge. Not knowing when or where Wesley would strike next had them constantly looking over their shoulders, waiting for the other shoe to drop—or the bullet to hit.


  Since neither could remember their last meal, the hole-in-the-wall taco shop looked like a slice of heaven, sure to deliver a slice of heartburn on the side.


  “We need to flip this cat and mouse game,” Tristan said. She took a bite from her burrito, chewed without seeming to taste, dropped it onto the plate. “We’ve got to find Wesley before he finds us.” She pushed her refried beans around on the plate. “He and Fairchild killed Charlene. We know that now, and I’m pretty sure the cops know it, too.”


  “And your point?”


  “Wesley wants us, and Pike wants Wesley. We could set a trap and lead them to each other. Get them both off our backs.”


  Patrick shook his head. “We’d need to get Wesley across the border, not to mention have Pike waiting for him. We’re not in a position to do that. And we’re not done here yet.”


  She slashed a line through the pile of beans with her fork, shaking her head.


  Patrick persisted. “I think we should stick with our plan and stay focused on getting what we need here, then get out. I’m skittish enough without making it more complicated.”


  She looked amused.


  “What?” he said.


  “You’re skittish all the time.”


  “I’m not skittish all the time.”


  She raised a brow.


  He looked down at his burrito, poked at it.


  She said, “Where does all that fear come from?”


  “What fear?”


  “Whatever you’re always trying to hide from. The way you avoid things. Like how you answer questions with questions.”


  He kept his gaze down. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “I think you do.”


  He shook his head.


  “Patrick.” She examined him with sharp eyes. “You know I know.”


  “Know what?”


  She didn’t answer at first, but her expression told him exactly what. Then she said the thing he was most afraid to hear. “The lists. Why do you make them?”


  Patrick’s stomach took a roll, and heat swept across his face. He felt his body shrink into his chair. He felt trapped. All he could do was stare vacuously into her eyes.


  “Patrick?”


  He looked down, spoke in barely a whisper. “I don’t know why…” But he did know—or at least he was in the process of trying to. He shook his head and said, “I’ve been doing it since I was a kid.”


  “Why?”


  “To survive.”


  “Survive what?”


  He looked up and locked onto her eyes. “The pain.”


  She didn’t answer, but her face expressed what words could never touch: an empathic declaration of unanimity, a manifestation of profound and heartfelt confirmation. She’d been there, too.


  He smiled, warming at the thought.


  “What?” she said.


  “We’re quite a pair.”


  She nodded. “We are that.”


  Chapter Sixty-Two


  CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


  They drove away from the restaurant in companionable silence. Their friendship had just moved to a new level, and in that moment, Patrick knew he’d formed a bond like no other before. This was a challenging time for them both—there was no question—but in some strange way, it was turning into a truly extraordinary one.


  After a while, Tristan said, “So, what do you say? Ready to take on the world and kick some ass?”


  “I am.”


  “Okay. So, I have an idea. The way I see it, there’s only one person who can tell us what really happened.”


  “Yeah, and she’s dead.”


  “But that doesn’t mean we can’t still ask her.”


  “Don’t tell me you’re clairvoyant, too.”


  “No, smart-ass, but here’s the thing.” She straightened up in her seat. “You told me the newspaper said investigators have been waiting weeks for permission to have Charlene Clark’s body returned to the US so they can examine it, right?”


  He nodded.


  “Any chance there might be a medical report by now?”


  He pondered the thought. “There’s no guarantee, but it’s possible.”


  He saw her mind working, then he saw it click. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go see if we can find out what happened to your sister.”


  “My who?”


  “You know… the one who drove down into TJ to party on her birthday and hasn’t been seen since.”


  “Poor sis.”


  “And if that doesn’t get us inside, you can always work your hot man-love on some lonely and unsuspecting female.”


  “Seriously,” he said, “shut up.”
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  The State Medical Services Forensic Facility was located in the heart of TJ, on Los Fundadóres, a business strip fronted by a haphazard and random array of transmission and tune-up shops, restaurants, and nondescript buildings that might or might not have been inhabited. The morgue fit in well with its surroundings, a plain, windowless brick structure painted half orange and half beige.


  Tristan and Patrick stepped into the lobby, an unremarkable space decorated in Modern Industrial Bland: gray vinyl flooring, gray walls beneath a drop-panel ceiling. Off to one side was a counter with an INFORMACIÓN sign. Patrick told the story of his missing sister. The woman behind the counter directed them to a waiting area, two rows of empty metal chairs sequestered to one side.


  A few moments later, a man in medical scrubs opened the door just enough to lean halfway out and address them with a stare. They approached him. His nametag said Federico, but Federico wasn’t talking—Federico was still staring. Not in a necessarily unfriendly manner, more a display of listless apathy. It was a peculiar contrast considering the blood smeared all over his shirt, along with other things Patrick didn’t want to think about.


  Patrick said, “¿Usted habla ingles?”


  “Sí,” Federico said.


  “I wonder if you can help us. We’re trying to find out what happened to my sister. She came here to celebrate her birthday, and we haven’t heard from her since. We’re very worried.”


  As it turned out, Federico spoke more Spanglish than actual English. “We have información on our website, señor. Have you looked to see?”


  “We didn’t see anything. What we’re wondering is if there are… bodies… that might not be shown.”


  Federico seemed to be searching for words, then he seemed to find some. “Cuerpos no identificados.”


  Tristan shook her head.


  Patrick said, “Unidentified corpses.”


  Federico nodded.


  Tristan’s lips twitched.


  Charlene’s body had already been identified, but since it was burned beyond recognition, and since authorities still hadn’t claimed it, Patrick knew that was what Federico meant. Patrick said, “Is there a way to find out if one of them might be my sister?”


  “We’re very worried,” Tristan chimed in.


  Federico thought, and then said, “Un momento, por favor. Let me see.”


  He closed the door.


  “What’s he doing?” Tristan said. “Checking with the bodies to make sure they don’t mind?”


  Patrick rolled his eyes and shook his head.


  A few minutes later, Federico returned.


  “I’m sorry, señor. The no identificados are not for looking.”


  Patrick wasn’t onboard with that. He stepped up the performance. “Please, help us. We drove all the way down here, and we’re very scared something happened to her. My mother is worried sick. Mi madre.”


  Federico looked at Tristan, looked at Patrick. Then he shook his head. “Señor, you no can tell if it is her by seeing.”


  “But are there reports with information that could tell us?”


  Federico shrugged. “Some yes, some no.”


  “Could we see those?”


  “Señor, there are muchos reports to see. We no can show them all.” Federico stepped back, and the door began to close.


  Patrick stuck his foot in the gap, and his face directly into Federico’s. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, and produced a hundred-dollar bill. “Won’t you help us? Please?”


  Federico looked at the money, looked at Patrick, took the cash without a word.


  He led them toward an office full of records.


  Several minutes and a stack of files later, with Federico looking increasingly impatient, Tristan nudged Patrick and angled a sheet of paper toward him. He looked closer, saw the name, Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia.


  “Bingo,” Patrick said softly.


  “Señor?” Federico said.


  Patrick asked, “Would it be possible to make a copy of this?”


  “Oh, no, señor. We no can allow this.”


  Patrick knew what that meant. He produced another hundred and said again, “Is it possible to make a copy of this?”
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  They sat in the car. Patrick began reading anxiously, translating for Tristan. “The body of a female, about five foot five, probably in her thirties, severely burned. Jewelry still intact—a gold necklace.” Patrick remembered reading about that, along with the wallet used to identify her. “An unknown accelerant used to ignite the fire.” So far, everything fit. He continued. “Prior bone trauma to the right wrist and left ankle, likely old, healed fractures.” Patrick wasn’t aware if Marybeth had suffered those, but there was so much about her past he never knew. He read silently for a moment then looked up at Tristan. “She died from a head injury.”


  Tristan nodded, urging him to read on.


  He did. “No other apparent signs of trauma.” Then he stopped.


  “What?”


  He pulled the page closer, staring at it. He felt the blood drain from his face and prickly heat doing a needle dance near the base of his spine.


  “Patrick, what is it?”


  He looked up and locked eyes with Tristan’s. He swallowed hard. He couldn’t speak. He wasn’t even sure if he could breathe.


  “Holy shit,” she said. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”


  Still looking at her in a daze, he said very slowly, “I think I just did.”


  “What? Tell me.”


  He looked down at the paper again, still unable to believe what he knew to be the truth—the cold, obstinate truth. He looked up at her and in an unsteady voice said, “Wesley didn’t kill Charlene.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He shook his head. “The dental records.”


  “What about them?”


  “This person still had her wisdom teeth.”


  “And Marybeth didn’t? Are you sure?”


  He nodded solemnly.


  Tristan’s mouth fell open. No words came out.


  Patrick stared at the report again, rubbing his forehead, and in a shaky voice, said, “My God, it’s the same thing. It’s the same damned thing. This is college all over again.” He looked out through the windshield, seeing nothing, his vision clouded by an odd hybrid of deep sadness and utter confusion.


  He turned to Tristan and said, “She’s not dead. Marybeth is still alive.”


  Chapter Sixty-Three


  CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


  He shoved the gearshift into drive and took off down the road, his body numb, his mind not much better. Shockwaves were still thrashing through him, the mental anguish tearing him up.


  “Watch out!” Tristan shouted.


  A horn blared, then fell away in the distance. Tristan put a palm to her chest, took in a deep breath, and said in an admirably calm voice, “Stop signs, Patrick. I know you’re upset, but stop signs.”


  He didn’t respond. He was too busy trying to reconcile with reality. Once more, the story had flipped. Marybeth wasn’t a victim—she was the mastermind behind all this, doing exactly what she’d done all those years ago, staging her own death. Patrick had tried to settle his pain by thinking she never wanted to leave him, that she’d been forced to, and that she might have even loved him. Now he knew none of this could be true. All these years, all those lies, marinating in deceit—her deceit. And all along, Patrick had been her fool. She’d taken advantage of his trust, his love. He’d been her victim not just once, but now twice. He clenched his teeth, flexed his jaw.


  “Patrick…” Tristan offered. “You gonna be okay?”


  He nodded, but it was a lie. He wasn’t, and he’d never be.


  Silence fell between them, but there was nothing peaceful about it.


  A few minutes later, in a broken but resolute voice, he said, “I’ve got to find her.”


  “No, Patrick,” she said, guardedly shaking her head. “You don’t.”


  “I have to.”


  “Don’t let her do this to you again. You know the truth now. What good would it—”


  “The truth isn’t enough. I need to know why.”


  “Patrick, listen to—”


  “I have to,” he said again, shaking his head, fighting his tears.


  “The woman lied to you. She was a lie. What else do you need? And even if you do find her, she’ll just do it to you again. She will lie. Believe me, I know the type. I’ve been there. Don’t do this, Patrick. Don’t set yourself up for more pain. Let it go.”


  “I can’t,” he said, his voice cracking, shaking his head with wounded vehemence. “I cannot.”


  More time passed, filled with more silence, more thoughts.


  Then he said, “This is important to me.”


  She nodded in reluctant acknowledgment but did not look at him, did not speak.


  He turned his head to her and said, “I have to do this.”


  “All right,” she said.


  “Will you help me?”


  “Of course. You know I will.”
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  They returned to the trailer. Tristan passed out as soon as her head hit the pillow. No such luck for Patrick. Sleep was the furthest thing from his mind—too many thoughts running nonstop, too many emotions soaring, looking for a place to land. Besides, someone needed to stay up and keep a watch out for Wesley.


  Patrick lay on his back and stared at the ceiling, thinking. About what an idiot he’d been for letting Marybeth fool him. Apparently, once hadn’t been enough—all these years later, he’d managed to fall into her web of lies again.


  How could I be so damned stupid?


  The more he thought of her betrayal, the deeper the pain penetrated, then anger arrived, giving him a merciless slam. The two emotions whipsawed him until he could no longer keep still. He jumped out of bed and into the kitchen, powered up the laptop, began searching for something to make sense of the senseless.


  Tristan sat up in bed. “What the hell?”


  “I need answers,” he said, his eyes locked on the screen.


  “Now?”


  He nodded, still searching.


  “Good freakin’ Lord. It’s three a.m.,” she said, clutching her pillow to her chest. “Whatever you’re looking for will still be there in the morning.”


  “Can’t wait,” he said, fingers clicking, mind on full throttle.


  She got out of bed, walked to the fridge, stared inside.


  Patrick combed through all his notes, his research, and his resources, but page after page showed information he already knew or that held no significance. Nothing. He looked up past his screen at Tristan, now sitting patiently across the table and said, “It’s got to be here, somewhere. It has to.”


  “Maybe it’s not there at all,” she said, aiming a half-eaten candy bar at him. She peeled the wrapper back farther, took another bite.


  He kept searching. Tristan kept watching.


  Moments later, he said, “Beaumont, Louisiana.”


  “And?”


  He scrolled, eyes dashing back and forth across the screen. “Sully mentioned another girl named Marybeth Redmond who died there at age sixteen. We blew it off at the time, but now…”


  Tristan came around and rested her arms on the back of his chair, looking on. “I still don’t get it.”


  “Wesley Clark lived in Choctaw Lake, Louisiana.”


  “Could be a coincidence.”


  “Could be, but I’ve looked at everything else.” He pulled up a map, studied it. “And Beaumont’s just a few miles from Choctaw Lake.”


  “So, another coincidence.”


  He peered over his shoulder, gave her an aggravated look.


  She took another bite from the candy bar, chewed and shrugged.


  “Does your phone get Internet?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  “Let me see it.”


  She grabbed it from the counter, handed it to him.


  He began searching. The trouble was, getting access in their remote area was spotty at best. The signal kept going in and out, driving Patrick’s nerves closer to the edge.


  He kept a link long enough to find a newspaper story dated June 4, 1989: an obituary for Marybeth Redmond in Beaumont. He zoomed in on the photo: a cute kid with short, blond hair, rosy freckled cheeks, and plump lips framing a beautiful smile, but not his Marybeth. Not by a long shot. He turned the phone to Tristan.


  She said, “Completely different girl.”


  He read the obit out loud so she could hear. “Students, faculty, and parents at Joseph’s High School are mourning the death of popular student Marybeth Redmond, who died early Friday morning after the car she was driving with three other teens as passengers lost control and crashed on East Findlay Road near Lake Fredrick’s Pass. Authorities estimate the vehicle was speeding in excess of 80 miles per hour when it slammed into a tree. Jonathan Sanders is listed in critical condition at Saint Mary’s Hospital in Fairlawn. Cynthia Wallace and Sandy Friesland escaped with minor injuries. Redmond is survived by two brothers, William, 8, and Samuel, 4.”


  “It’s a bust, Patrick. Go to sleep and give it a rest.” Tristan moved toward her bed.


  Patrick tried searching for more information but lost the connection. Frustrated, he put the phone down.


  And heard a loud crash outside. He stood up and spun around; Tristan was already reaching for her gun.


  Now they heard footfalls moving rapidly outside the trailer—and now they knew: someone was there.


  Tristan moved quietly toward the front, finger firm on the trigger, motioning with her free hand for Patrick to follow. She stepped to the side of the door and hunched against it, listening intently.


  More movement and more noise.


  A car door slammed, and an engine roared, then came the sound of tires spinning in the dirt and a vehicle speeding away.


  Tristan pushed the door open and hurried outside. Patrick grabbed a flashlight off the counter and followed her. They ran around the trailer. When they got to the other side, they stopped in their tracks and stared at two wooden crates scattered under a window, one cracked in two.


  Tristan looked at Patrick.


  Patrick was already watching her with a troubled expression.


  Tristan said, “Someone’s been looking in on us, and it sure as hell wasn’t to make sure we were having sweet dreams.”


  The enemy was getting bolder, moving closer—an enemy determined not just to shut them down but also wipe them out. If there had been any question about just how much danger they were in, there was none now.


  “We’d probably be dead if the crate hadn’t busted,” Tristan said, lifting a cracked slat of wood, then tossing it. She looked at Patrick and shook her head. “We let our guard down and gave him a clear shot at us—big mistake. We have to get out of here, and this time, we need to make sure he doesn’t follow.”


  “How do we do that? And where do we go?”


  She crossed her arms, stared up the road. “Anywhere but here.”
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  For a lack of a better idea, they spent part of the night sitting at a truck stop diner, alternately staring into their cups of coffee, at each other, and over their shoulders, trying to figure out their next move. The other part they spent in the car, taking shifts, one trying to sleep while the other kept a watchful eye out for any sign of danger.


  They made it through until morning alive—still heavy on their minds, though, was the reality that, were it not for a lucky twist of fate, they might not have been.


  They drove toward TJ because they didn’t know where else to go, their path feeling more uncertain than ever before. As they drew closer to the city, the Internet connection got stronger, and Patrick decided to take advantage of the drive time to pick up where he left off the night before.


  “What are you looking for?” Tristan said, sparing him a glance.


  “Anything that makes sense,” he said.


  “Good luck with that.”


  “Something’s still bugging me about that story.”


  “Seems irrelevant to me.”


  “Yeah, well my instincts are telling me otherwise, and I’ve learned to trust them,” he said. “This is my department.”


  “Okay, what’s bothering you about it?”


  He lost his Internet connection once more. “Two tiny towns, less than ten miles from each other. Seems like too much of a coincidence. Problem is, I can’t find anything more on the car accident… or the girl.”


  The connection returned. Tristan kept driving, and Patrick kept searching for an answer he wasn’t even sure existed.


  On the outskirts of TJ, he was able to search without interruption and found a story published about a week after the crash. Patrick zoomed in on the photo. And felt his jaw practically become unhinged.


  “Not loving that look on your face,” Tristan said. When he didn’t respond, her voice became more fretful. “Patrick, what is it?”


  “Pull over,” he said.


  She found the nearest parking lot and turned in.


  He handed her the phone.


  She looked at it, and he could see the shock register on her face. Slowly, Tristan moved her eyes up toward Patrick and said, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


  He shook his head.


  It was a picture from the Redmond memorial service: a crowd of students and teachers and relatives with vacant expressions, gathered around the casket, paying their respects.


  And in that crowd was a face Patrick knew very well.


  Marybeth. His Marybeth.
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  “Her name wasn’t Marybeth,” Tristan said.


  Patrick nodded somberly, his jaw set.


  She held his incensed gaze a moment longer, then started the car and pulled out of the lot. For the next mile or so, bewilderment rendered them silent, then Tristan said, “She took the girl’s name after she died.”


  Patrick was staring into oblivion. He couldn’t even nod his answer.


  “She’s good,” Tristan said, shaking her head. “I’ll give her that much.”


  Coming from her, it was quite a compliment, but for Patrick, it felt like another cruel slap in the face. More deception, more pain—the bad just kept coming. He’d fallen in love with a fraud. Now, to make matters worse, not only did he not know the woman; he didn’t even know her real name.


  And he also didn’t know what to feel anymore. Or maybe it was just that he was feeling too much, information overload sending him into a state of mental paralysis. A mind could only take so much, and he was pretty sure he’d reached his limit. But through it all, one emotion still managed to rise to the surface, and it was growing stronger with each passing minute: he was angry.


  No, he was furious.


  And now more than ever, he wanted to see her face-to-face, whoever the hell she was. He wanted to look into the eyes that used to captivate him and demand answers from the demon who had been destroying his life one year at a time, leaving him with nothing but a legacy of pain and suffering.


  “We’ll find her,” Tristan said, as if answering his thoughts, her voice rising with steady and indignant determination. “We will.”
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  When they reached TJ, a dark ceiling of cloud cover moved above the city, swirling its way through bygone blue skies. Patrick couldn’t help but feel as if it were some sort of symbiotic reaction, a force of nature brought about by his inner turmoil. His emotions began to settle into a hazy mix, anger giving way to acceptance, truth leading him toward a path paved with resolve and firm determination.


  He looked at Tristan and said, “So, what’s the plan?”


  She glanced at him and smiled. “Thought you’d never ask.”


  “Sorry, my mind’s been occupied. Or maybe hijacked is a better word.”


  “We’re going to take care of that. So, here’s the deal. Your Marybeth is still in Mexico. I’m willing to bet on it.”


  “Based on what?”


  “Based on she’s burned every other bridge, so to speak.”


  “Not funny,” he said.


  “I’m trying. Work with me here.”


  He nodded noncommittally.


  She went on. “There’s nowhere else the woman can go. She sure can’t head back to the US now. Besides, there’s a reason she chose to dump the body here. People are hardly ever as random as they think they are. There’s always some kind of unconscious logic.” She nodded to herself. “So, we have to figure out her logic.”


  “Which would be…?”


  “For starters, she likes to hide in plain sight, and quite honestly I’ve never seen anything like it before. The woman is amazing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She’s an expert. More than likely, she’s been doing it her whole life. She was fine hiding out in public at a university filled with her peers, and as Charlene Clark—well, I don’t know how the hell she pulled that one off, but it shows just how good she is at it. I’m willing to bet she’s doing the same thing now, hiding out among the masses, someplace where she can blend in.”


  “But how? And where?”


  “Well, we can assume now it was Marybeth that dumped the bogus body.”


  Patrick nodded.


  “Dressed as a nun.”


  “You think she’s hiding out as one?”


  “It’s a perfect cover.”


  “But we can’t search every church in TJ.”


  “Right, we can’t. But we can go to the places with the highest concentration of Catholic churches.”


  “That’s pretty much the whole city. Three-fourths of the people are Catholic.”


  “They have an archdiocese? Or even the biggest cathedral? Remember how she thinks. The more obvious, the better.”


  Patrick was already on Tristan’s cell and searching. He said, “Calle Segunda, downtown. It’s got the biggest cathedral, and there are a bunch of others scattered over the surrounding area.”


  “Perfect. Lots of other nuns, priests, and churchgoers. Someone might recognize her. We’ll start there.”


  “And if that doesn’t work?”


  “We start hitting hospitals, then the orphanages. Nuns can go lots of places without being recognized. We’ll hit them all until we find her.”


  “But what’s our strategy?”


  She thought about that. “It would help if you had a photo of her.”


  “I do.”


  She didn’t seem terribly surprised, just held out her hand.


  Patrick shifted his weight and reached for his wallet. He pulled out the photo and handed it to her. She held it up, splitting her attention between it and the road.


  “It was a long time ago,” he said.


  Tristan was still eyeing the photo, and her expression fell flat. She handed it back and said, “She was freakin’ beautiful.”


  “On the outside.”


  “Still look that good now?”


  “She looks better,” he said, but it didn’t feel like a compliment. It felt like contempt.


  “I hate when that happens. Anyway, we’ll need something more recent.”


  “We can grab one off the Internet.”


  “Perfect.”


  “But what are we doing with it?”


  “You’ll see.” She nodded her confidence. “I’m going to show you how to work the streets, my friend.”


  “Work them how?”


  “As in, until we find her or until you can no longer stand on your feet—whichever comes first. In the meantime, find me a print store in the area.”


  They pulled into the parking lot. As they got out, Tristan stared at a building in the distance. Patrick looked, too. It was old and historic, probably very beautiful at one time, but years of neglect had left it rundown and badly in need of repair—much like so many other churches in the area—still, beyond the cracked masonry, the broken windows and awnings, he could see the guts were solid, the architecture nothing short of breathtaking.


  “Pretty,” she said.


  “It is.” He turned and walked, shaking his head. “And it’s sad.”


  “What is?”


  “Something so beautiful left to ruin like that, and surrounded by so much poverty. Nobody even has the chance to appreciate it—they’re too busy trying to put food on their tables. Meanwhile it just keeps slipping away, falling deeper into decline, until the beauty becomes nothing more than a reflection of pain.”


  She nodded.


  Patrick looked over his shoulder and gave it one last glance as he walked away.
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  “Grab me a few sheets of plain paper, a glue stick, two rolls of masking tape, and a thick, black marker,” Tristan said once they were inside. She pointed to an aisle at the far end of the store. “I’ll be over there getting you a burner phone. Meet me by the copy center after. And I need some cash.”


  Patrick handed her the money. He headed toward the aisle and began searching for supplies.


  About ten minutes later, after Patrick printed the photo of Charlene from a newspaper story, they met up at the copy center.


  “Paper,” she said, holding out her hand, “and the photo.”


  He gave them to her.


  “Glue.”


  He gave her that, too.


  She smeared some glue on the back of the photo, stuck it to the paper, then handed it to him. “Write this in Spanish, all caps: ‘Missing: please help us find her. One-thousand-dollar cash reward for information leading to her safe return.’ And put the number for your new phone on there.”


  “A thousand bucks?”


  She clamped a hand to her hip. “How much is the truth worth to you?”


  He wrote the words.


  She said, “Now run off a thousand copies. I’m gonna grab a few more things.”


  About twenty minutes later, he returned with the stack of papers. Her eyes went straight to it. “That doesn’t look like a thousand.”


  “It’s five hundred.”


  “I asked for a thousand.”


  “Why do we need that many?”


  She didn’t answer; she just looked really annoyed.


  He felt anger swell inside him. It didn’t matter that none of this was Tristan’s fault; it felt good to get mad at someone. He threw his hands up and shouted, “I’ll come back and get more if we need them! Okay?”


  “That’s not the point.”


  “What is the point?”


  Tristan shifted her weight to one side. Now she was raising her voice. “The point is that I asked for a thousand, and you brought me half that. You didn’t listen to me.”


  “Okay, I didn’t listen. Can we just move past that now?”


  “I don’t want to move past it, I want you to—”


  “Look!” he said even louder. “We’re wasting time arguing! Can we just get busy and do this?”


  Several people turned around to stare at them, but Tristan didn’t seem to notice: she was too busy glaring at him, her face pinched with anger.


  Patrick looked around at the curious people. He blew some air out, ran a hand through his hair, and said, “I’m sorry. I’m frustrated, and I’m tired. I just want to get this over with.”


  The glare turned into a pissed-off scowl. Her voice wasn’t exactly sparkling with delight when she said, “And I’m just loving every damned minute of it.”


  “I said I’m sorry.”


  She spun around and walked away, leaving him standing there, holding the stack of papers.


  [image: Image]


  Patrick got to the car with the flyers—all five hundred of them—and a pink bakery box. He slithered into his seat.


  “I brought the doughnuts this time,” he offered with a hesitant but appeasing smile.


  She didn’t bother acknowledging him, kept her head aimed forward.


  “Tristan, please don’t be—”


  She started the car, cranked up the radio.


  Patrick turned it down. “Can’t I just apologize?”


  She wasn’t answering that one either.


  He threw a hand over the back of his neck, drew in a weighted breath, released it. “Look… I’m having a really hard time with all this, and I…” He looked out the window, shook his head. “The woman who meant everything to me was a complete fraud. Nothing was as it seemed, nothing at all, and I…” He turned to her, and his voice fell to a near-whisper. “I thought she really loved me.”


  “I warned you,” she said grudgingly, still staring out through the windshield.


  “I know you did, and I know I was a complete asshole in there. But I have to find her. I need to make some kind of sense of this all. I need to make…” He stopped, closed his eyes. “I spent my entire childhood with a mother who despised me, and the time I spent with Marybeth was the first time in my life that anyone actually seemed to give a damn. Tristan, it was all I had. Now, bit-by-bit, inch-by-inch, it’s being pulled away, and…” He paused again, stared out the window, shook his head. “Now I feel there’s nothing left. I feel like my whole life has been…”


  “Some cruel joke.”


  He dropped his head. With a weak nod and an even weaker voice, he said, “Yeah. Just like that.”


  “I’m trying to help you, Patrick.”


  “I know you are, and now I’m screwing that up, too.” He looked at her. “I just keep screwing everything up.”


  Her expression relaxed some. The body followed.


  He said, “There isn’t much left of me anymore, except maybe just a lot of anger. And so much damned pain. I misdirected it at you.”


  She turned to look at him.


  “You’re my friend, Tristan, probably the best I’ve ever had, and I don’t want to lose you. I feel like I keep messing this up every chance I get, but I’m trying, I really am. I just… I don’t know how to keep going anymore. I don’t even know if I can.”


  “You can,” she said.


  He shook his head.


  “We’ll do this,” she said. “We’ll figure it out.”
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  When they reached Calle Segunda, Tristan divided the stack of flyers in two. “We’ll split up. I’ll take this side of the street, you get the other. Give one to everybody you can, but especially focus on the nuns and priests. Got it?”


  He nodded.


  “And tape one to a telephone post every fifty feet or so. And remember to check your phone. I don’t want to miss a call if one comes in.”


  Patrick headed across the street and began working the crowd, handing out the flyers. Most people took one but met him with empty stares or shook their heads. He kept moving, kept handing them out. All it took was one person, and he was holding out whatever hope he had left he’d make that connection.


  But after about forty-five minutes, hope ran out, and so did his flyers. He crossed the street to meet up with Tristan, concede to his defeat, eat some crow.


  “Any luck?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “You?”


  “No.” She sat on the curb and pulled a shoe off. Massaged her foot.


  “It’s a bust.”


  She stopped massaging. “Not so fast, Doubting Patrick. We’re not done yet.”


  He frowned. “Actually, I am.”


  “Please, don’t start this shit with me again. Just don’t.”


  “It’s not that.” He held up his empty hands. “I’m out of flyers.”


  She leaned back some, crossed her arms. The smile was smug.


  “I know,” he said, before she could rub it in, “and I’ve already apologized for not playing nicely, so spare me the gloat-and-grin. I’ll run and get us a thousand more. I’ll get two thousand, if you want, okay?”


  The smile wouldn’t go away. She was enjoying this.


  “Go somewhere and have a toast to your self-righteousness, Miss I’m Always Right. I’ll be back soon.”
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  Patrick left the print store armed with a thousand flyers, hoping it might make up for his bad behavior. He was about to step into the parking lot when he spotted a couple of elderly nuns getting into their car.


  No time like the present, he thought with a shrug. Work it, dude.


  He trotted over and handed them a flyer. They looked at it, shook their heads. Seizing the moment had netted him a big fat zero. This plan had more holes than a block of Swiss cheese. He let out an exhaustive sigh, turned toward the car. Another nun came his way; he mindlessly and dejectedly handed her one—but when he looked up, he almost fell over in shock.


  Marybeth didn’t seem to be doing much better.
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  In fact, her face went bloodless.


  For a split second, they stared at each other in complete disbelief. Then Marybeth’s surprise turned to panic. She wheeled around and took off running. Patrick dropped the flyers and went after her.


  “¡Ayudenme!” she yelled, as she sped across the lawn. “¡Me está persiguiendo!”


  Patrick didn’t care if every Federale in the state came to her aid. He’d waited fifteen years for this moment, and nothing was going to stop him.


  Except someone did: a man crossing his path who slammed directly into him. The guy flew sideways, tumbling onto the grass. Patrick glanced back to see if he was okay. Other than being really pissed and spouting obscenities, he seemed to be all right.


  When Patrick returned his attention forward, he could see Marybeth ahead, gaining distance; but she was no match for his determination. A few moments later, he saw her heading straight for the old, beautiful church that he and Tristan had observed earlier.


  His cell rang. He swiped it from his pocket, held it to his ear, still running.


  “Where the hell are you?” Tristan said.


  “I’ve got her!” Patrick shouted through heavy breaths. “Marybeth! I’m chasing after her now!”


  “Where?”


  “To that church we saw earlier.” Patrick stumbled, and the phone flew from his hand, crashing onto the ground. As he fumbled for it, he saw Marybeth clambering the steps and disappearing into the building.


  “Tristan?” he said. But the line was dead.
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  Patrick yanked the doors open, propelling himself through a hallowed entryway, trying to see everything at once; as he did, immediately he understood that finding her would be a serious challenge. The place was a stirring sea of habits, nuns teeming everywhere and moving every which way.


  He dashed toward a group of them, running ahead, then turning and jogging backwards to inspect their faces. They looked at him with stunned expressions, frightened by his forthright behavior.


  He cleared his throat. “I’m very sorry, Sisters. I thought you were someone else.”


  Brilliant. I’m sure they get that a lot… you idiot.


  The nuns managed polite smiles, and Patrick flew in the other direction toward a cluster of habits headed for the exit. He ran up and put his back against the door, arms spread out to bar the exit as he examined their faces. No luck. Marybeth wasn’t among them. Patrick knew he must have looked like some crazed lunatic, eyes wide, breathing uncontrolled. The women echoed his concern, looking genuinely frightened.


  I can’t lose her, Patrick thought, taking off again. Not now.


  He headed down a hallway fronted by rows of doors facing each other. He slung the first open, peered inside. A classroom of children rapidly swung their heads around to him, alarmed. The nun teaching the class put a hand to her chest. Not Marybeth. He moved on.


  Patrick kept pulling doors open one by one, checking each class, and scaring the daylights out of the occupants. He knew he was pushing his luck, pushing time, that it might only be a matter of moments before someone threw him out… or worse. He tried to settle himself down, look more discreet.


  Too late: a security guard moved in his direction, flanked by two extremely nervous nuns.


  Patrick yanked open a door, ducked inside.


  He’d stumbled into a boiler room, steam hissing, machinery grinding. Then he heard a different kind of noise: clanging, as if something had been knocked over. He looked at the other side of the room: no other door. One way in, one way out. He wasn’t alone.


  He punched the lock and flipped the power switch, shutting everything down so he could hear better. Just as he turned around, Marybeth rushed up and threw her arms around him, burying her head deep into his shoulder, sobbing.


  Patrick’s body stiffened and turned to stone.


  Marybeth pulled back and gazed up at him, fear and apprehension stirring in her tearful eyes. Then something else blossomed in her face: gentleness, warmth, hope.


  The feeling was far from mutual.
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  Livid came close to describing what Patrick felt.


  He watched her expression wilt, holding his glare on her like a blowtorch, as if he could sear her soul. If she even had one.


  Marybeth awkwardly reached out to him and said, “Patrick.”


  He shoved her hands away, took a sharp step back. “Is that the best you can do, Marybeth? Oh, wait. I’m sorry. That’s not actually your name, is it? Charlene! No, that’s not it either. So, tell me, what are we calling ourselves these days?”


  She shook her head and said, “Let me explain.”


  He laughed sourly. “Seriously? After all this running and hiding, now you want to explain?”


  “But it’s not what you think!” she pleaded.


  “It never was. That’s the damned problem.”


  “Please, Patrick—”


  “Please, Patrick what? Please, Patrick, let me lie to you again? Please, Patrick, let me die horribly in front of you one more time? Or is it, please, Patrick, let me give you nightmares for the next fifteen years? Which Please, Patrick exactly are we on right now, because quite honestly, I’ve lost track.”


  Her eyes filled with more tears. She shook her head and said, “It’s not like that. Not at all.”


  His expression sharpened. “Do me a favor. Save the waterworks—they mean nothing. Took me all these years to finally figure it out, but I guess better late than never.”


  “I’ll give you all the answers you want,” she said. “I promise it will all make sense.”


  “Don’t you get it?” he said through clenched teeth, tears welling in his own eyes. “It will never make sense. Ever. I loved you. Do you have any idea what you put me through? Do you?”


  “I do,” she said in a broken-hearted voice. “I went through it, too.”


  He grabbed her hard by the shoulders, eyes wide on hers, incensed by the mere suggestion. Harshly, he said, “Do not lie to me anymore.”


  “I’m not. I swear I’m not. Please! Just give me the chance to explain!”


  He released his grip on her shoulders, then slowly backed away, keeping his wide, fury-filled eyes aimed at hers. Through tense lips, he said, “Tell me all about it, then. And by God, this time you will tell the truth.”


  She nodded and softly said, “We can talk in the chapel. It’s private there.”
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  The sanctuary was massive, every bit as ornate as the rest of the building, although years of neglect had left it in a sad state. Cracks ran across the ceilings like tangled arteries, branching in every direction and seemingly endless. The wood floors were stripped of their finish, the planks rotting in places. Giant statues loomed everywhere, casting long, eerie shadows; some were hung as if launching off walls, others stood tall and imposing on high platforms. Up front and high over the pulpit, Mary cradled her newborn son, looking down at him with love. Patrick’s gaze moved to a life-sized effigy of the Virgin holding her adult son after death, his limp body draped across her lap, oozing painted blood. He shuddered and looked away—right at an enormous statue of Jesus carrying a cross over his bloody back, a crown of thorns wrapped around his bleeding head. Patrick closed his eyes to shake the images from his mind, then focused instead on Marybeth as she moved down the aisle toward the front row, her black tunic wafting across the floor in soft, silky waves. She lowered herself into a pew and looked up at him tentatively, patting the seat beside her.


  Arms crossed, heart feeling hard as granite, he said, “I’ll stand.”


  Marybeth frowned. She brought her attention to the floor, then back up to him. Shaking her head with sadness, she said, “I don’t know where to begin.”


  “How about why you came into my life and destroyed it? That seems like a good starting point.”


  “I didn’t mean to. I loved you.”


  “People who love don’t lie. And they don’t leave.”


  “It wasn’t you I was leaving. I swear, it was never you.”


  “Bullshit. I don’t believe you.”


  She looked down at her folded hands, voice quivering. “I did it to save you.”


  “Save me?”


  She rose and reached toward him. “Patrick, I knew I should have never involved you, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t. I fell in love with you so fast and so deep, and before I could do anything, it all started coming unraveled.”


  “You’re lying.”


  “I’m not. I swear.” She stepped out of the pew and stood before him, meeting his gaze squarely. “When he caught us together at the beach that day, I knew everything was starting all over again, that I had to do something fast, or we’d both end up dead.”


  Patrick narrowed his eyes, considering her words. He said, “Wesley?”


  She looked down, nodded despondently.


  “Who the hell is this guy, and why has he been chasing you?”


  Still looking down. “It’s complicated.”


  “I’ve got plenty of time.”


  “This is so hard…”


  Patrick lifted her chin with one finger, his anger once more escalating, his tone unforgiving. “I don’t care how hard it is. Talk!”


  She looked frightened or uncertain… and it didn’t matter anyway. He was going to get his answers. He moved in closer, his face just inches from hers. In a low, growling voice, he said, “Were you married to him or not?”


  She began to cry.


  “Tell me!”


  She shouted back, “No! Yes!”


  “It’s not that hard a question! Or do you just not remember the truth anymore?”


  “Stop!” She buried her face in her hands, shaking her head.


  “Tell me!” He grabbed her wrists, shook them ruthlessly. “Answer the question!”


  Marybeth looked terrified, her eyes wide, jaw dropped, staring at Patrick as if he were a monster. He didn’t care. Something else had taken him over. He let the monster tighten his grip on her wrists, twisting them sickeningly until she moaned. “Tell me! Why was there no record of your marriage?”


  “Because!” she screamed through taut breaths, eyes rimmed in red. “Because you can’t marry your father!”


  Patrick released her wrists as if they had suddenly turned red-hot. Slowly, he stepped back.


  Marybeth buried her face in her hands again, weeping.


  “You really shouldn’t tell family secrets, Bridget.”


  The voice came from the pulpit.


  They both spun around to find Wesley standing there, his face a mask of eerie, controlled rage, eyes ablaze with fire.


  Gun in hand.


  Aimed right at his daughter.
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  It was sick, and it was ugly, and it all made sense to Patrick now.


  He had fallen in love with Bridget Clark, the troubled daughter whom Wesley had used to cover up her own mother’s murder. Patrick realized that Dotson’s information wasn’t completely accurate: Bridget hadn’t still been living in a mental institution—she probably escaped shortly after Wesley had left her there, then traveled as far away from him as she could get, enrolling at the university under her deceased friend’s name. Identities were so much easier to fake then. Everything she had told Patrick was true. She never wanted to leave him—she just wanted to escape the psychotic father who eventually found her one more time, and after that had kept her life under lock and key in the role of his wife. When she ran away again, Wesley followed Patrick knowing the path would lead right to her.


  Wesley stepped down from the pulpit and into the aisle, his eyes fixed on Bridget’s with sweltering intent. He gave Patrick a stern look and in an eerily grave voice said, “This will not end well.”


  Patrick glared at him, seething with vitriol and disgust. He was looking into the eyes of a monster, the worst he’d ever seen. His voice trembled from outrage as he said, “Forcing your daughter to live as your wife? Just to keep your filthy secret?”


  Wesley offered a mild shrug. “Better than killing her.”


  Patrick wanted to kill him, but the man was holding a gun. He clenched his fists and pressed his lips together.


  Marybeth wrapped her arms around herself, hunching over and trembling.


  “But clearly,” Wesley continued, “I can see it’s no longer a workable approach.” He looked at his daughter. “I’m tired of chasing after you, Bridget, and I’m even more tired of your constant attempts to undermine my authority.”


  Patrick’s eyes darted across the pews, and his gaze locked on a doorway off the side aisle.


  “Don’t even think about it,” Wesley said sharply. “It’s locked. They all are.”


  He’s going to kill us. Patrick could feel it. He needed to think his way out of this; but psychotic and smart were a deadly combination, and Wesley had both by the truckload. Patrick knew that one wrong move could be his last: his and Marybeth’s.


  Wesley took a step forward, placed the gun beneath his daughter’s trembling chin and lifted it up. He pressed the barrel between her eyes. Tears ran down her face as she let out a quivering whimper. A peculiar expression washed across Wesley’s face—cold sadness with an appreciable layer of pleasure slithering beneath: it was the face of pure madness. Patrick felt an icy chill wriggle up his spine.


  “I don’t want to do this, sweetheart,” Wesley said. “I wanted to make you my special girl. But you have always been so bad. Running away. Breaking into daddy’s office. Trying to expose me. It’s unforgivable. And now, here you are again with this man after I warned you to stay away. You’re a bad little girl, and bad little girls have to be punished.” He did not take his eyes from hers as he said to Patrick, “I’ve given her plenty of chances. But she’s had too much practice at crossing me. Ever since she took all the insurance money.”


  I did a very bad thing. Those mysterious words from the past echoed through Patrick’s mind—now finally, he understood them. She must have used the money to escape Wesley once they reached Illinois.


  “I’m sorry, baby, but you have to go now,” Wesley said, lips trembling so slightly that Patrick wasn’t sure he actually saw it. “I wanted to love you. I really did. But you cannot love what is truly evil.”


  He pressed the barrel harder against Marybeth’s head. Her whole body was quivering now. She squeezed her eyes closed.


  “And death and hell were put into the Sea of Fire!” Wesley said loudly and forcefully, cocking the hammer on his gun.


  And before he was aware of deciding to move, Patrick’s anger exploded. He let out a wordless cry, lunging at Wesley, pushing the gun aside, and toppling them both to the aisle floor. Marybeth released an unearthly shriek that echoed throughout the chapel.


  Patrick went right for Wesley’s hands, trying to pry the gun away, but the older man’s grip was monstrously strong. Patrick clamped onto Wesley’s wrist as tight as he could while they struggled in the narrow space of the aisle, trying to keep Wesley from aiming the weapon; but he had difficulty managing the gun and his struggling opponent at the same time. Patrick was stronger, but Wesley was larger, and now he used his weight to leverage Patrick off him. Then he leaped on top of Patrick.


  “No!” Marybeth shouted, and flung herself toward Wesley. He reached out with his fist and slammed her face so hard that she fell completely backwards, her head banging sharply on the corner of a pew. Then she lay limp.


  With Wesley still on top of him, Patrick grabbed the gun barrel with both hands and jammed his thumb behind the trigger just as Wesley tried to pull it. The older man snarled in frustration and squeezed the trigger harder. Patrick’s hand was covered in sweat, his thumb aching and slipping, and with every millimeter, he felt his grip on life doing the same.


  He lost his hold.


  A blast rang out.


  Wesley toppled off Patrick and rolled to one side, blood trailing from his shoulder.


  Patrick scrambled up and scanned the room, looking for the source of the gunfire, but saw nobody… except for Wesley on his knees, randomly sweeping his gun back and forth with his good arm.


  More gunfire erupted. The shooter was in the rear of the chapel. Wesley returned fire, and now bullets flew from both directions, plaster popping off walls and throwing clouds of dust into the air. Patrick crawled behind a statue hoping to avoid getting caught in the crossfire.


  A bullet grazed Wesley’s other arm; he tumbled from his knees onto his rear, still firing toward the back of the chapel.


  More shots: this time from the side of the room. Wesley rolled the other way and slammed his head into the platform supporting the statue of Mary cradling her infant son. The gun slid from his hand and spun across the floor as Wesley shook his head, fighting for consciousness.


  Again, Patrick moved almost without thought: he dove across the floor, grabbed the gun, then rolled onto his back just in time to see Wesley coming right toward him. There wasn’t time to aim. Patrick looked up, raised the gun, and fired, the bullet striking the arm of the statue of Mary looming above Wesley. With a loud crack, Baby Jesus broke free from his mother’s embrace and began his earthward descent, crashing directly on top of Wesley. Blood spilled out from beneath the crumbled plaster.


  Tristan emerged from an alcove along the side of the chapel and ran toward Patrick, gun in hand, fright on her face. “Come on!” she said. “We’ve got to get out of here, fast!”


  Patrick ran to Marybeth—he couldn’t think of her as Bridget—and went down on one knee. He reached for her hand, and she opened her eyes, expression fraught with fear and confusion. Patrick helped her to her feet.


  “Out the back door!” Tristan said.


  In the distance, Patrick heard shouts and sirens.


  Chapter Seventy-One


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE


  Patrick held tightly to Marybeth’s hand as they ran toward the thick shrubs that bordered the grounds.


  “We’ll need to crawl through,” Tristan urged.


  Patrick stared at the hedge with consternation. The shrubs rose on trunks about eighteen inches off the ground—enough room to crawl under—but the bushes themselves were thick with brambles. It would only take one good scratch to break his skin and send his blood flowing. He realized that neither of the two women knew about his condition, and this didn’t seem like the best time for a lecture on Von Willebrand disease.


  Tristan looked Marybeth up and down and said, “You’ll need to lose the Halloween costume, sweetie, or you’ll be tangled up here forever.”


  Marybeth threw her a momentary and slightly put-off expression, then removed the veil and billowing tunic. Underneath, she was very practically attired in shorts and a T-shirt.


  “What are we waiting for here? The damned resurrection?” Tristan said. “Wake up and move!”


  Patrick stared at the prickly thorns, then at Tristan, and something flashed in her eyes, something that signaled sudden recognition, followed by compassionate understanding. In that instant, Patrick realized she had indeed seen his Medic Alert necklace on the counter that night.


  “It’s okay,” she whispered with gentle reassurance. “Pull your sleeves down over your hands and take it slow. You can do this.”


  Patrick blinked fast, unsure how to react, but he didn’t have time to feel awkward. He glanced at the thorns again, knowing he had no choice; either way he could die, but the gap under the hedge at least offered a chance for escape. The Federales would offer no such chance.


  “You go first. I’ve got your back,” she said with an encouraging smile and a wink.


  Patrick held her gaze for a fast moment, then nodded. He pulled his sleeves down and carefully eased his way under the bushes, Tristan behind and Marybeth following them.


  Patrick heard a branch snap.


  “Damn!” Tristan said in a hushed whisper.


  Patrick kept moving and didn’t look, his heart speeding up and hammering against his ribs.


  The sirens were getting louder, closer.


  And Patrick was watching every branch, every thorn that passed above as if they were razor-toothed snakes.


  A thorn snagged Patrick’s cuff. He winced, but it hadn’t gone through to his skin; still, it was a stark reminder of the impending danger as the sirens drew even closer. Danger near and far, both equal in their threats.


  It was a relief to wriggle into unbroken daylight. But his fears weren’t allayed for long. Standing before them was a tall chain-link fence.


  With barbed wire stretched across the top.


  Patrick swallowed hard, the sharp, jagged steel demanding his attention—and his fear. The fence was too high. There was no going over without being hurt.


  “What do we do now?” he said.


  Tristan gave him an indecipherable look. She stepped exaggeratedly along the fence line—to a gate about twenty feet away. She pushed it open.


  Then she walked right through.


  Marybeth fought back a grin.


  Patrick felt like an idiot.


  When they reached the street, Tristan said, “We need to get to the car without anyone seeing us.”


  “How?” Patrick asked. “There are people all over the place.”


  A Mexican government vehicle came swerving around the corner. They darted behind a bush until it passed.


  “Shit!” Tristan said. Then she spotted a guy in a four-seater touring bike across the street.


  She looked at Patrick. “Our chariot awaits.”


  Patrick handed the driver a twenty and said, “¡Rapido! ¡Llevame al estacionamiento cruzando la calle!” They hunched in the seat, and the bike took off, Marybeth holding tightly on to Patrick’s hand.


  Patrick wasn’t sure what he was doing, other than wondering whether he was running from danger or directly into it.


  Chapter Seventy-Two


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO


  They sped down the freeway as fast as the old Buick would take them. Patrick drove, with Marybeth in the front seat, Tristan in back. He prayed the car would hold its own, each rattle and clink suddenly more noticeable, like warning bells reminding him of yet another vulnerability.


  “Where am I going?” he asked.


  “I’m thinking.” Tristan looked out the window, tapping a finger to her lips. “We can’t cross the border now, not until I figure out how without getting—”


  “I can’t go back there anyway,” Marybeth interrupted. “I’m supposed to be dead.”


  Patrick looked at Tristan for answers, but all he got was a quick roll of the eyes.


  “Like I said,” Tristan replied. “We can’t go across the border.”


  Patrick interjected, “Can we please just figure this out?”


  “I’m trying!” Tristan snapped, shaking her head with aggravation. She turned pensive and then, “I’m just not sure if I know anyone else down here to put us up.”


  “I do,” Marybeth said tentatively.


  They both turned to look at her.


  She moved her glance back and forth between them. “The place I hid out when I first got here. It’s down past Ensenada.”


  “What kind of place?” Patrick said.


  “A campground on the beach, about an hour and a half from here. It’s safe and it’s cheap.”


  Tristan said, “But is it secluded?”


  “It’s very small, mostly locals. Nobody asks questions.”


  Tristan gave a fast nod and said, “Let’s do it.”


  They stopped at a cantina to get some supplies and clothes for Marybeth, then they were off again. With danger at their backs, things got quieter. Tristan had fallen asleep, while Patrick and Marybeth sat silently up front. He didn’t know what to say to her. So much had happened so fast, none of it feeling real and all of it hard to process. Charlene Clark and Marybeth Redmond: two names. Two deaths that never happened. A woman he once loved more than anything, then hated briefly; and now things had flip-flopped again. In all honestly, Patrick wasn’t sure whether they were coming full circle or heading into yet another tailspin.


  He wasn’t sure about anything.


  He stole a quick glance at her just to be sure she was real, feelings swirling through him, powerful and complex. She smiled at him, and in that instant, all his confusion seemed to evaporate, the years dissolving away, all the bad memories irrelevant. She was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. There was no Bridget. There was no time. It was just Marybeth and him again. His Marybeth.


  She looked down at her hands, and her expression changed to something that seemed to mirror regret. “I know I have a lot more explaining to do. And I want to. I really do.”


  For the first time, Patrick felt his body and mind relax. He smiled. “We’ll have plenty of time for that now.”


  She turned her body toward him, her face pleading along with her words, “Patrick, I never thought this day would come, that I’d be able to see you again. He kept me from you, but I swear I never stopped thinking about you. I’ve never stopped loving you.”


  Words that for so many years he’d longed to hear; words he never thought he would. Not from her, not from anyone.


  Tristan let out a gigantic snort.


  He looked into the rearview mirror and spotted her shifting around in her sleep. She stretched and through a groggy moan said, “Are we there yet?”


  “Almost,” he said, looking at Marybeth and smiling. Her face lit up. She returned the smile.


  They reached the campground about an hour later.


  “Why don’t you go inside,” Tristan said to the other woman. She rubbed her eyes, then stopped and said, “Gosh, I’m sorry. I just realized I don’t even know what to call you. Who are you these days?”


  “Marybeth will be fine,” she said, eyeing Tristan with a hint of a glare.


  “Okay. Thanks.” Tristan smiled, but Patrick could see a trace of cynicism riding just around the edges of it. “Anyway, why don’t you go on inside and get us checked in, since you already know the lay of the land here.”


  Marybeth gave Tristan a quick, speculative look, then smiled and winked at Patrick. “I won’t be long, baby. I promise.”


  Tristan trailed the woman with guarded eyes. Patrick watched too, and as soon as Marybeth disappeared inside he said to Tristan, “What seems to be the problem?”


  “I don’t like her.”


  He sucked some air in sharply. “Okay… and why is that?”


  Tristan crossed her arms. “She’s a fake.”


  “Based on what?”


  “Based on that she’s full of bullshit. Patrick, she’s totally playing you. That half-hearted codswallop she was slinging about how much she’s always loved you?”


  “I thought you were sleeping.”


  She gave him a deadpan look. “Honestly, Patrick.”


  His gaze lingered on her for a brief moment, then he glanced away, shook his head.


  “This is the same damned thing all over again, can’t you see? She’s lying through her teeth, and you’re too blinded by this… this… bottomless hunger for love to even see it. Trust me: you’ll never get love from her, not in a million years. She doesn’t have it. She’s not it. I’m warning you, Patrick, there’s something terribly wrong with that woman. Do not fall into her trap again. Don’t do it. She’ll break your heart all over again.”


  “You’ve got nothing to prove any of that.”


  “I’ve got my gut, and it’s screaming at me that you’re headed straight for trouble.”


  “How am I supposed to go on a gut feeling?” he said, his annoyance sharpening into anger.


  “Because that feeling comes from my gut—that’s why. Because you trust me, and you know that from day one, every goddamned second, I’ve had your back. Because you know that, no matter what, I always will have your back and I will never lead you astray. Never.” She shot a furious glance toward the office. “Which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for Miss Presto-Chango in there.” She looked at him again. “My God, Patrick. Stop being everyone’s damned victim and once and for all, start living your life. It’s well past time.” She flung her body back into the seat, crossed her arms, and stared angrily out the window.


  Patrick sat for a long moment, watching her in stunned silence, unsure what to say. She wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t speak, her expression stiffening more with each passing moment.


  Marybeth came breezing out of the rental office, waving the keys with a big airy smile. “We’re in!” she said, getting into the car, beaming with excitement.


  Tristan couldn’t have looked less thrilled.


  Chapter Seventy-Three


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE


  “I don’t think she likes me very much,” Marybeth said as they unloaded their belongings from the car. Tristan had already stormed into the trailer.


  “It’s okay,” Patrick said and smiled. “She just takes a little getting used to.”


  “A little?”


  He tried his best to shrug it off.


  “Where’d you dig her up, anyway?”


  “It’s a long story, but she’s good people.”


  “Good for what?” Marybeth laughed. “Entertainment?”


  Patrick felt his face go expressionless.


  “Oh, baby, I was just kidding,” she said with a placating grin. “I’m sorry, she just put my back up a little. She’s your friend, so of course I love her.”


  He forced a smile.


  “Jeez,” she said. “Did you leave your sense of humor behind all those years ago?” She slapped him on the rear, grinned some more. “It’s me, remember?”


  Tristan came out of the trailer just in time to catch the playful swat. She didn’t look pleased, but to her credit, did her best to ignore it. As she walked toward the car for her belongings, the two women crossed paths without so much as a word or glance toward one another, but it was abundantly clear to Patrick: there was some bad energy going around, and he had a problem. He felt caught between two women and two worlds.


  “This is great,” Patrick said as he stepped inside the RV. And it really was much better than he had expected, more spacious and a lot cleaner than the one Tristan had taken him to. Tristan shot him a quick, dry look as if his comment were a direct insult, then went on about her business.


  “Look here, baby!” Marybeth called from the rear, pointing and grinning. She disappeared through a door.


  Patrick followed her inside.


  “Our own room!” She hopped onto the bed and lay back, her smile teasing and playful. “I can’t wait for tonight.”


  Patrick couldn’t see or hear Tristan, but he could sense her listening, and he could feel her angry vibes shooting through the walls like missiles. He said, “We’d better get unpacked. I’ll get the rest of our things.”


  When he moved into the other room, Tristan was hefting her bags, her face emotionless.


  Awkward. Patrick felt terribly awkward.


  “You okay?” he asked, grabbing her bags.


  “Yeah, fine.” She jerked them back.


  “Tristan—”


  “I’m fine,” she said repressively. “I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”


  Patrick raised his voice toward the bedroom while holding an appraising gaze on Tristan. “Baby, why don’t we go for a walk on the beach and give Tristan a chance to rest?”


  “Okay,” Marybeth yelled gleefully from the bedroom. “Just give me a minute to change into something more comfortable.”


  It was more than a minute—actually about fifteen—before she surfaced in the doorway, makeup freshened, wearing a white button-down blouse tied at the stomach above a pair of festive red shorts. “How do I look?” she said, spinning around, smiling.


  Tristan muttered something that sounded like BeachBlanketBingo.


  “You look great,” Patrick said. “Ready to go?”


  She nodded, then flittered ahead of him and through the door.


  Patrick looked at Tristan one last time before leaving. She was still unpacking, still resolutely avoiding his gaze. He started to say something, then stopped, headed out.
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  They walked along the shoreline, and Patrick was finally able to relax, feeling as though he’d just managed to separate two feral cats. The waves crashed in, and the turquoise skies spread for miles, reminding Patrick of that time so long ago where it all began for them. Being by her side again as their past sprung into real life was strange, but also strangely wonderful.


  He closed his eyes, breathed in the sea air, and let it out slowly. When he opened his eyes again, his tension was almost completely gone. He was beginning a new life, and it was euphoric.


  Marybeth wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him close, and gave him a strong passionate kiss, sending him into a state of weak-kneed weightlessness. She smelled exactly as he remembered; in fact, everything about her, about this moment, was so familiar and so wonderful. It was like coming home. It was heaven.


  “Patrick?” she said. “You okay?”


  He couldn’t wipe the stupid grin off his face. “I’m better than okay. I’m fantastic.”


  Running a finger across his lips, she said, “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Patrick Bannister. I don’t want to live another moment without you. I don’t care if we have to run deep into the jungle and live there forever. I don’t care what we have to do, as long as we’re together. I love you, and with every minute that passes, I just keep loving you more.”


  Loving you.


  Patrick was beaming, every part of his body feeling electric, parts that for all these years had seemed locked up, off limits.


  “What are you thinking right this minute?” she asked, gazing into his eyes, running her fingers through his hair.


  Still grinning, he said, “How amazing this moment is. I want to feel every bit of it, remember it forever, because I know I’ll look back on it as the happiest day of my life.”


  She lowered her arms over his shoulders, drew her lips to his, and they kissed.


  Chapter Seventy-Four


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR


  They sat on the rocks, holding hands, staring at the ocean. The sun was sloping downward, barely touching the horizon, an eruption of color decorating the sky: a final prelude to the fall of gathering darkness. Out on the water the surf stirred restlessly, waves chasing their way to a fading shoreline. Patrick felt his emotions shifting as well, his internal tide rising to even higher levels. Now they were talking about spending the rest of their lives together, even about having a family—he could barely fathom the thought, let alone understand the feelings that came with it. He wondered if that was because what had never seemed remotely possible was now suddenly coming true. All these years, all that pain. It felt like his life was just beginning.


  He turned to look in her eyes, liquid green waves rolling through them. The most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen, and now more than ever.


  Marybeth ran a hand over his leg, smiling. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here with you. I can’t believe this is real.” She rested her head on his shoulder.


  “I still have so many questions.”


  She looked up at him. “Ask them. I want you to know everything.”


  He looked at her scarred earlobe with sadness. Marybeth noticed and self-consciously put her hand over it; Patrick reached up, gently pulling it away. Softly, he reassured her. “It’s okay.”


  “He was trying to force me to admit I’d broken into his office,” she said through a distraught and shattered voice. “He wanted to know what I found.” She wiped a tear away. “Patrick, he tortured me. That was when I knew I had to get out of there. I had to get away before he killed me. So I killed myself—or made it look that way—but I knew that making myself dead wouldn’t be enough. I’d tried that before. Making him the killer would keep him away for good. So I took the earlobe and left it in the garage with Wesley’s car, knowing it would seal his fate.”


  A few moments of silence lingered, then Patrick said, “And the body I saw that day, being rolled out of the sciences building?”


  The lines on her face grew deeper and harder. “It was a cadaver from the biology morgue. I brought it into the room before I started the fire.”


  “Your fear of fire…”


  She shook her head, more tears falling down her cheeks. “I didn’t want to deceive you, Patrick, I swear. I didn’t want to use you that way, but I had to. I had no choice.”


  He nodded, now realizing why the medical examiner had declared there was no victim. They’d probably later realized where it came from—but by then, Patrick was already long gone. “And the body here in Mexico?”


  She frowned and shrugged. “You can buy just about anything in TJ if you’ve got enough money. I had plenty of it. I paid off someone at the morgue. The right sex, the right build. I put some of my jewelry on her…”


  “And your wallet just a few feet away.”


  She nodded. “And I was dead.”


  “Once again…” he said, his voice trailing.


  “The things he did to me all those years, Patrick. I can’t even talk about them. Sometimes I felt like there was nothing left after he was done, like he’d…”


  “Taken away so much of who you were,” he said.


  She nodded. “I was so scared.”


  He swallowed around the lump in his throat. “And your mother?”


  Her expression soured. “She was no better. She let it happen, and I hated her for that.”


  He’d had similar feelings about his uncle Warren while growing up. The man’s cowardly denial had only made the pain that much worse because Warren had the power to stop his mother’s abuse but never did. He remembered feeling nothing when his uncle died: nothing but anger. He reached for Marybeth’s hand, looking down, rubbing his thumb across it as if soothing a wound. “You didn’t feel badly when she died?”


  She put her head on his shoulder again. “When I saw her hanging there, logically, I knew it was an awful thing, but all I could feel was anger. She was gone, and I was all alone… with him.”


  Patrick gradually straightened his posture. She lifted her head to look at him as he studied her.


  “Hanging there…” he said.


  “It was terrible. Her face… They say death brings peace, but she didn’t look peaceful at all.”


  “I imagine she didn’t,” Patrick said, and then the words fell slowly from his lips: “I did a very bad thing.”


  She frowned.


  “That’s what you meant.”


  She shook her head.


  “No bruising on the body…”


  “What are you talking about? Baby, you’re scaring me.” She shook her head faster. “I don’t understand.”


  “But I do.” He stood straight up and took a long step back. He couldn’t be near her, couldn’t even stand to look at her. All he could do was start walking.


  “Patrick! Wait!” she shouted, starting after him. “Please!”


  Shaking his head, quickening his pace, speaking through clenched teeth, “They pulled her body down before you ever got home. I talked to the detective. He told me. So how the hell could you possibly remember what she looked like hanging there? How the hell?”


  “Baby, wait! Please! It’s not what you think!” She grabbed his arm.


  He yanked it away hard, spun around—and suddenly the beautiful, complex woman he thought loved him vanished, and she appeared now exactly as she had always been: a scared and broken little girl. He’d refused to see it then, but he saw it now, and it was clear, and it was so sorely obvious.


  Patrick seized her by the shoulders, squeezing them tight, glaring into her eyes. “You saw it because you were there when it happened! You helped kill her!”


  “No!” she said, shaking her head, flat-out fear in her eyes, voice breaking apart. “That’s not true!”


  He shook her harder, screamed louder, tears falling down his face. “No more lies! No more fucking lies!”


  She opened her trembling mouth and tried to speak, but there were no words. This was one lie she couldn’t undo. He knew it; so did she. He watched her for a moment longer, disgust brewing inside him, so powerful, so real, he could taste it on his tongue. Then he turned and walked away, afraid of what his rage might bring him to do otherwise.


  “Where are you going?” she shouted through her sobs, following after him again. “Don’t do this! We belong together. Patrick, I need you. I love you!”


  Don’t let Camilla’s legacy be a life without the one thing you want most… to love and to be loved. Don’t give her that power. She doesn’t deserve it. Neither does anyone else.


  Dr. Ready’s words boomeranged through his mind—and now so too did their true meaning. Camilla and Marybeth: both the same. Pain had robbed them of the ability to love until there was nothing left of them but empty human shells, and Patrick had almost let them do the same to him. He’d traveled to the edge, but now he was stepping away from it.


  He turned to her, and in a low growling tenor, one he barely recognized as his own, said, “You don’t know what love is.”


  His words stopped her cold.


  And through her sobs, in the small, bewildered voice of a child, she said, “Please don’t leave me!”


  And he did.


  Without looking back, he left Marybeth behind on the beach.


  This time for good.


  Chapter Seventy-Five


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE


  “How could I have been so blind?” Patrick said. “How could I have not known?”


  “Because love is in fact blind,” Dr. Ready said.


  “I don’t feel blind. I feel blindsided. And stupid.”


  “You are not.”


  He fell back into the couch, closed his eyes.


  “Patrick,” she said, “this has nothing to do with intelligence.”


  “It sure wasn’t brilliance.”


  “It’s about learning.” She nodded. “And the hardest lessons are usually the most valuable. They have a way of repeating themselves until we get them.”


  “Then I guess I have a lot more coming.”


  She kept an appraising gaze on him, and then, “I think you’ve learned a lot more than you realize.”


  “I’ve learned that pain is hell.”


  She raised a brow. “And now the journey begins.”


  “I don’t want to hurt anymore for wanting to love.”


  “To love is to hurt,” she said. “You can’t have one without the other.”


  “Then why bother?”


  “Because, Patrick, to never find it is far worse.”


  He felt the anguish take over his expression. He looked away, as if trying to hide his emptiness, push away the feeling.


  “Take the pain, Patrick—accept it, and don’t let it stop you from finding love.”


  “Why’s it have to be so damned hard?”


  “I think you’re in the process of learning that answer.”


  “I’m so… angry with them.”


  “This is your right, and it’s warranted.”


  He could feel the tears swell in his eyes.


  “Tell me, Patrick,” she said. “What do you want?”


  “I want to be loved.”


  A slow nod. “And you will.”


  “It doesn’t seem possible.”


  “It is.”


  “It isn’t worth it.”


  “It is,” she repeated, “and you will take this leap again.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “Because you know you need love to heal the wounds from your past.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “And because the next leap you take may be the one that brings you to love.”


  Chapter Seventy-Six


  CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX


  Officials were still trying to put the pieces together, but in the end, they took the path of least resistance: Charlene and Wesley Clark were dead. Case closed.


  But Patrick knew it wasn’t that simple.


  Detectives theorized that Wesley and Jocelyn had killed Charlene the night of the fundraiser after finding out she’d snuck into the compound and extracted the backup files Wesley had removed from the clinic’s system. Once the deed was done, Jocelyn had dumped and burned the body in Tijuana, while Wesley went on the run to make it look like foul play was involved, probably planning to return with some carefully constructed kidnapping story, but before he could, the accident in Mexico had ended his life.


  Patrick, of course, knew this neat little theory was an illusion, all part of Marybeth’s beautifully orchestrated plan to finally escape the man who had controlled her physically and emotionally for most of her life. Apparently, Wesley had kept blood control samples for himself and Jocelyn in his office while doing research there. Charlene was able to get her hands on them after breaking in, then she spread them at Las Brisas, along with her own. The burned body in Mexico was the final touch, pointing the finger directly at Wesley and Jocelyn.


  Now the truth about what really happened was resting squarely on Patrick’s shoulders, and he struggled with it mightily. After leaving Mexico, he’d made a promise that he would never look back. Marybeth was dead—not in reality, but in his mind—and he wanted to keep her that way. Telling the truth would be like bringing her into his life again, not to mention further entangling himself in a legal process he wanted no part of.


  As for Helene Lockhart’s death, detectives were eventually able to trace the act to Wesley Clark. Once they learned he’d been alive all this time, the dots were connected. With the clinic being shut down, and knowing about Helene’s former association to Wesley, a motive became clear. Good detective work took care of the rest. They chalked her up to being one of many along Wesley’s growing trail of victims.


  But there was something Patrick’s moral compass still couldn’t bend to: Jocelyn Fairchild sitting in jail, waiting to go on trial for a crime she didn’t commit. The woman was no innocent, but she was not guilty of this crime, and he had a difficult time reconciling the unjustifiable pain she would go through—pain that he could stop from happening. Patrick knew too well what undeserved suffering felt like, and furthermore, how much deeper it drove the pain when nobody stopped it.
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  Patrick and Tristan walked along the shoreline, Bullet running ahead of them and playing a game of tag with the waves—he chased them going out, and they chased him coming in. Patrick watched with wry recognition; on some level, the process seemed familiar.


  It had been weeks since they’d left Mexico, and neither had mentioned their ordeal.


  Until now.


  “I can’t do it,” he said.


  “Do what?”


  “I can’t stand by and let Fairchild sit in jail for something she didn’t do.”


  She shook her head. “Honestly, Patrick.”


  “Honestly, what?”


  “You can’t save the world. Stop fighting everyone else’s battles and fight your own.”


  “I’m tired of fighting. Period.”


  “Got no choice,” she said. “The war rages on. You either do or die.”


  He didn’t give an answer to that. He wasn’t sure he had one.


  They walked some more in reflective silence.


  Finally, Tristan said, “I think you should walk away, Patrick.” Then, through an exhaustive and frustrated sigh, “But knowing you, you probably won’t.”


  “You know me too well.”


  She laughed. “It’s starting to feel that way. But just so you know, whatever you decide, I’ll have your back. Even when it bugs the crap out of you.”


  Patrick nodded, then he grinned.


  She picked up on it immediately. “Got a problem, Bannister?”


  Now he was laughing. “Why’s it have to be a problem?”


  She shrugged.


  “Actually, I was just thinking about how funny life can be.”


  “Yeah, it’s a real knee-slapper.”


  “Not always, but it does have its surprising moments.”


  “Such as?”


  “Such as… us.”


  She put her hands in her pockets, thoughtfully considering his words.


  He said, “Who would have ever imagined? I mean, if we hadn’t been thrown together that day, we wouldn’t be here right now.”


  “I guess sometimes the bad times can end up being a good thing.”


  He was finally beginning to understand that. Life’s hardest experiences were in fact nothing more than tough lessons, the meaning never revealed until you got to the other side. He found a strange comfort in knowing that.


  Tristan said, “Don’t get me wrong. You take some getting used to.”


  He laughed. “You’re not exactly a cakewalk.”


  “I know. I can be a real bitch sometimes.”


  “Sometimes?”


  She gave him a playful shove.


  He said, “Honestly, I’m not sure I’ll ever fully understand you.”


  “Get in line, buddy.”


  “But I sure am glad I got to know you.”


  Her smile was warm and introspective. “Right back at you.”


  They walked some more, then Patrick stopped and said, “You know, I just realized something.”


  She turned to him, curiosity playing across her face.


  “The whole time we were in Mexico, as stressful and dangerous as things got, I never had the urge to list. Not once.”


  “Is that unusual?”


  He started walking again with his gaze forward. “You have no idea. I once got so desperate that I wrote all over a bathroom wall because I couldn’t find any paper.”


  Tristan stopped walking and looked at him.


  He hesitated, and his voice wavered when he said, “You know, besides my shrink, you’re the only person I’ve ever told about it. The listing.”


  “Really?”


  He nodded.


  Tristan didn’t say anything for a long moment, thinking, and then, “How come?”


  “I’m not sure. Maybe because I knew you wouldn’t judge me for it?”


  She offered him a nod of affirmation.


  “I mean, we’ve both been injured by life, and we both have the scars to show for it—we just wear them differently—but we still come from the same place. We just took different roads out. On some level I think I find that really comforting. Maybe by learning to trust you, I learned to trust myself. You know?”


  She didn’t answer—she didn’t have to: her face seemed to say it all.


  They walked some more. Bullet had grown tired of chasing waves. He came to Tristan’s side, nudging her hand until she scratched his ear. A few seconds later, he did it again. Patrick said, “I think he likes you.”


  “What’s not to like?”


  He laughed.


  She said, “So, what are you going to do now?”


  “With what?”


  “I hate when you do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “You just did it again. That answering a question with a question thing. It bugs the crap out of me.”


  Patrick grinned and scuffed some sand. Somewhere in his past, he was pretty sure he’d heard that complaint from more than one person. “Guess it comes from all my years of interviewing people.”


  “Well, knock it off.”


  “Actually, it looks like I’ll be back to work again soon.”


  She stopped walking and looked at him. “You got your job back?”


  “Well, not exactly. Erika tried her best, but Julia wouldn’t have it. That ship’s done sailed. But after I finished my story on the Clarks, US Report picked it up, and they liked it so much, they offered me a job.”


  “Seriously?”


  He nodded. “Twice the circulation of National Monthly.”


  She started walking again, gazing at the sand. “That’ll fix their sorry asses.”


  “I know. I lost one job, thinking it was the end of the world, and then I ended up landing on my feet with an even better one.”


  “See? It all works out the way it’s supposed to.”


  “Sometimes,” he said, thinking, remembering. He realized where he was headed and changed the subject. “And you? Where are you headed?”


  She laughed. “Well, funny you should ask.”


  “What?”


  “I didn’t want to say anything until it’s for sure, but I think I got a job, too.”


  “Like one that won’t land you in jail?”


  “Yeah. Shut up.”


  “What kind?”


  “I’ve been offered a position at Reed-Wallace Security. As a consultant.”


  “Holy… Tristan, that’s one of the world’s biggest firms!”


  “An old friend got hired there and recommended me. He told them I’m the best there is, offered my criminal history as evidence.” She laughed. “They’re offering me money just to show them how to be a thief. And they say crime doesn’t pay.”


  “Oh, man,” Patrick said, smiling, shaking his head. “I’m so happy for you, Tristan. I really am. You deserve this.”


  “You know,” she said, watching Bullet who was now rolling joyfully in the sand, pure delight on his face. “I never really felt like I deserved anything.”


  “So what changed?”


  She looked down, thin waves washing over her feet like soothing hands, then up at him again. “I met you.”


  Patrick didn’t know what to say. Her words touched him in ways he could hardly explain, but he felt his soul swell with joy. It hurt to be alive sometimes, but life had its moments, and when it did, they were good.


  They walked some more. For Patrick, the silence was comforting: no words, just good feelings—it had been so long since he’d had any. He stopped and looked at her. “You know, I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. Not many people would have had the courage to do what you did.” He smiled into her eyes. “You saved my life.”


  She shook her head. “That’s where you’ve got it all wrong, Patrick.”


  He gave her a curious gaze.


  “You’re only seeing half the picture. I wasn’t the only one doing the saving that day.”


  He felt another stab of joy, as if someone had just put gentle balm on a scar—one he never thought could heal.


  They continued together down the beach. Bullet frisked in the waves, and for Patrick, for the first time in so long, there was peace.
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