
        
            
                
            
        

    




BURIED ALIVE
FBI agent Seth Hawkins was on a mission to catch a serial killer. Yet his only lead—a mysterious azure-eyed beauty found buried alive in the local sand dunes—had no memory of how she’d been abducted. Or anything else about her identity. 
The only thing Tamara Jennings knew for sure was the undeniable attraction she felt for the strong, handsome man who saved her life. It wasn’t long before their passion flared out of control. But as memories of her forgotten past returned, would they lead her to the killer—and to a life she could share with Seth?



She was an integral part of a puzzle that involved two previous deaths, an important clue to what appeared to be a serial killer working in the small town.
As he entered her hospital room, she turned to look at him and offered him a small smile. 
The simple gesture shot a wave of unexpected heat through his belly. A job, he reminded himself. She was a tool he needed to use to complete a job and nothing more. For all he knew, despite the fact that she wore no wedding ring, she could have a husband or a family somewhere awaiting her return.
There was no way he could get caught up with her on a personal level.
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Seth Hawkins—The FBI agent was looking for a vacation and instead finds himself embroiled in a murder investigation with a beautiful woman at the center.
Tamara Jennings—She’d just been passing through the small town of Amber Lake but finds herself buried in the Deadman’s Sand Dunes on the edge of town. Saved from death by Seth, she has no memory of who she is or what has happened to her.
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Chapter One
The sand dunes were nearly blinding in the late-June sunshine, but that didn’t stop the surge of adrenaline that raced through Seth Hawkins as he pulled his pickup to a halt and cut the engine.
Deadman’s Dunes. It had been almost a year since he’d been back here in the small Oklahoma town of Amber Lake to enjoy not only the company of his sister and niece, but also the thrill of conquering the dunes.
Seth pulled on a pair of goggles against the sun’s glare and then got out of his truck. As far as the eye could see the dunes rose up like an alien landscape located seven miles outside town.
In the distance he could hear the roar of quad and other ATV engines and knew he wouldn’t have the dunes to himself. Not that it mattered, there was plenty of room for everyone.
He’d driven here from his home in Kansas City early that morning and had a leisurely lunch with Linda and Samantha, his sister and niece, but he’d been eager to get out here on the dunes where nothing mattered but the throttle beneath his hand and the elemental challenge between man and nature.
It took him only minutes to unload his dirt bike from the back of the truck. As he strapped on his protective equipment and then pulled on his helmet, he drew in a deep breath of the fresh warm air.
For the next week he wasn’t FBI Special Agent Seth Hawkins—he was simply Seth on vacation, visiting with his only relatives and enjoying some much needed downtime from the job.
He climbed on the dirt bike and kick-started it, the thrum of the engine filled him with a teenagelike excitement. It felt as if in the past couple of years there had been nothing but work, no time for anything but murder and mayhem. He needed this vacation and he intended to spend each and every moment of it just having fun and relaxing.
With this thought in mind, he released the clutch and shot forward, the sand shifting ever ominously beneath his tires as he approached the first dune and after that miles of more dunes that would eventually lead to the large hump that was Deadman’s Bluff.
A hairpin turn at the crest of the hill had to be maneuvered with precision. Otherwise the rider would fly off the bluff and to the sand fifteen feet below. More than one rider had tasted that sand at the bottom of Deadman’s Bluff, although Seth himself had never had the unpleasant experience.
As he flew over the first mound, exhilaration spiked and he would have grinned, but knew that gesture would only get him a mouthful of sand.
He saw the tracks that others had left before him and saw in the distance several riders on quads who were obviously riding together.
Seth hadn’t visited Amber Lake often enough over the years to get to know the locals. He tried to come and visit his sister every six months or so, especially since her contentious divorce five years ago, but most of the time it was just an overnight visit.
But he was here now for a wonderful week and intended to take full advantage of having nothing more on his mind than dinner and dunes.
He’d been riding about a half hour when he spied the other three riders in the distance, all stopped and off their vehicles near an area referred to as the whoop-ti-doos, tiny bumps set so close together they rattled your brain. The young men looked like they were freaking out, two of them jumping around while the third stood as if frozen into a statue.
Was the young man who wasn’t moving hurt? Had he taken a tumble and was now in a state of shock? Seth turned his bike to head toward them and as he drew closer he could hear two of the male voices shouting above the whine of his engine.
Seth pulled up, cut his engine and pulled off his helmet and goggles. “In the sand...” It was a short, dark-haired young man who shouted at Seth. “There’s a dead woman in the sand.”
What? Seth dropped his helmet on the ground, wondering if this was some kind of stupid prank the three were playing on him. He walked over to where statue man stood staring down at the sand just in front of him. Seth followed his gaze and gasped in shock.
A pale face in the sand, a woman’s face, partially visible with her eyes closed. Obviously a dead woman, Seth’s brain processed as the shock quickly passed.
“Any of you have a cell phone?” he asked, having left his own in his truck.
“It’s freaky,” the blond boy exclaimed as he wore a path back and forth in the sand. “Jeez, who would do something like that?”
“A phone,” Seth barked. “Anyone have a phone?” The tall, frozen man stumbled back a couple of steps and pulled a phone from his pocket.
“Call for help,” Seth commanded as he took a step closer to the body. “All three of you get over there by my bike.”
The last thing he wanted was for everyone to trample what was obviously a crime scene. Whoever the woman was, she hadn’t willingly lain down in the sand and buried herself. However, as an FBI agent he wanted to get closer, assure himself she was dead despite the obvious.
“The sheriff is on his way,” one of the guys said.
As Seth approached the woman, he was vaguely aware of the three others talking among themselves, their voices all holding a barely contained edge of hysteria.
There was no question the scene was disconcerting. There was no indication of her body beneath the sand, simply a face half-emerged from the sandy surface, like some art sculpture left behind by a mentally ill artist.
Careful not to step where he assumed her body must be, Seth knelt down at the side of the face and swept away some of the sand that covered her closed eyes.
In all of his years as an FBI agent working violent crimes, he’d never seen anything like this, and he’d certainly seen a lot of evil things.
He brushed a bit more sand away from her eyes and froze as he thought one of her eyelids twitched. A trick of the sun? He touched her skin. Warm...warmed by the heat of the day or by blood still flowing through her veins?
Quickly he dug through the sand by her neck, seeking the place where he might find a pulse. It took him only seconds to find her pulse point and place his fingers against it. He nearly yelped in surprise as he felt the beat of life throbbing there.
“She’s alive,” he yelled. “Get over here and help me. We’ve got to get this sand off her.”
Two of the three ran to help Seth as he began to scoop sand away from her neck and her chest. As he worked on her upper body the other two men worked on her thighs and legs. The tall young man appeared to be in some state of shock still, standing like a robot in front of Seth’s dirt bike.
“Hey, call the sheriff back and tell him we need an ambulance,” Seth instructed the robot. “And tell him to hurry.”
“This is so freaky...so freakin’ freaky,” the dark-haired man said as he uncovered a jean-clad leg.
“Are you sure she’s alive?” the other one asked as he worked on getting the last of the sand off her other leg.
It all felt like a weird dream to Seth. As she was freed of the sand, his mind clicked off details. She was dressed in worn jeans and a blue T-shirt. One foot wore a gold sandal, the other one was bare. Her hair was dark, although it was so embedded with sand it was hard to discern an exact color.
“Sheriff Atkins is here,” one of them said in relief.
Seth didn’t look up from the woman. Once again he sought the side of her neck to assure himself that she was still breathing. At that moment her eyes flew open.
Bright blue, they connected with Seth for one long moment. Before Seth could react, she skittered backward like a crab, her pupils dilating as her eyes filled with an abject terror Seth knew he’d never forget.
“It’s okay. You’re safe now,” Seth said as she continued an attempt to escape, her eyes darting around wildly, like a crab seeking a rock to hide under.
As she moved she made sounds that no human being should ever make, the sound of terror too great for words. She got about three feet away from them and then with an audible moan, she collapsed.
By that time the sheriff had joined them. “FBI Agent Seth Hawkins,” he said quickly. “We called for an ambulance,” he added curtly. “We’ve got a crime scene and a live victim here who needs immediate medical care.”
“We only have two ambulances who serve this area and both of them are currently working a four-car pile-up on the other end of town,” the sheriff said as he raked a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair.
Seth immediately assessed that the man appeared not to know exactly how to proceed. “We’ve got to get her to the hospital now.” Seth took control.
“Hey.” He focused on the dark-haired young man who’d helped uncover the victim. “You know where Linda and Samantha Willoughby live?” He shook his head, but the taller blond nodded. “I do,” he replied. Seth threw him his truck keys. “Load my bike and drive my truck to their place. Put the keys under the floor mat.”
Seth turned to the sheriff. “We’re going to put her in the back of your car and you’re going to drive us to the emergency room as quickly as possible. And you might want to contact some of your men to cordon off this scene so there’s no more contamination.”
He didn’t wait to see if anyone followed his orders. Instead he approached the unconscious woman and bent down next to her. He was aware that by picking her up, that by transporting her in the back of a car, he might be doing more harm than good, but her pulse had been weak and thready and he didn’t want to wait around for an ambulance that might never come.
He saw no visible wounds on her, no blood to indicate she had been wounded with a knife or by a gunshot. He knelt down beside her and gently scooped her up in his arms and then stood.
She was a tiny thing, short and slender and even though she was deadweight in his arms, he had no problem carrying her to the sheriff’s car.
The local lawman hurried in front of him and opened the back door to his cruiser. Once Seth and the woman were in the backseat, the overweight sheriff quickly made his way to the driver’s side.
He slid into the car and started the engine and only when they were driving away from the dunes did he radio in location and instructions for somebody named Raymond to grab a couple of men and get their butts out there as quickly as possible to protect the crime scene.
As he talked on the radio, Seth stared down at the woman in his arms. What had happened to her? How had she come to be buried in the dunes?
Despite the sand that clung to her, she was very pretty, with long dark lashes and a hint of cheekbones and shapely lips that at the moment hung slack and partially open.
He thought he’d never forget that moment when her eyes had first opened, when for just a moment her gaze had connected with his. In that first instant, he’d felt electrically charged, as if her eyes had held an appeal he had to answer.
It had lasted only a heartbeat before the terror of whatever she’d endured had obviously coursed through her, momentarily stealing away anything human inside her. She’d been a wild animal seeking escape.
“By the way, I’m Sheriff Tom Atkins,” the older man said from the front seat. “What’s an FBI agent doing in my town?”
“I’m here on vacation visiting my sister and niece, Linda and Samantha Willoughby. I just got into town this morning.”
“Hell of a way to start a vacation,” Atkins said.
“This woman is definitely having a worse day than me,” Seth replied. “Do you know her?”
“I don’t recognize her and this is a pretty small town where most faces are familiar to me.”
Seth once again looked down at the broken woman in his arms. “Hopefully when she comes to she’ll be able to tell you who she is and how she came to be buried in the sand. I’m assuming you’ll question thoroughly the boys at the scene. They are not only potential witnesses but also potential suspects, as well.”
“They’ll be brought in for questioning.” That was all Atkins said as they pulled up to the emergency room entrance. Seth lifted the woman out of the car and carried her in where he was relieved of his burden by an orderly with a cart.
Within seconds, the woman was taken back behind doors that forbade Seth’s entry. Sheriff Atkins had disappeared, probably headed back to the crime scene.
Seth sank down in one of the plastic chairs in the waiting room and drew a couple of deep, steadying breaths. He felt as if he’d been flying on a sickening surge of adrenaline since the moment he’d seen that haunting face in the sand.
He looked up as he saw his sister hurrying down the hallway toward him, her blue scrubs looking crisp and clean. Linda worked as a nurse and had left for her shift here at the hospital when Seth had left her house for the dunes.
“Hey,” she said as she approached.
“Hey yourself,” he replied with a soft smile. At thirty-eight Linda was three years older than him, but the two siblings had always been unusually close, especially since Linda had gone through her divorce from her domineering, verbally abusive husband, Mark.
She sat down next to him. “I heard the strangest story in the break room a few minutes ago. I heard that you went out dirt-bike-riding and wound up here with a woman you dug out of the sand.”
He nodded. “Strange, but true.”
“A couple of months ago another young woman was found dead in the dunes,” Linda said. Seth sat up straighter in his seat, his questions obvious in his eyes as Linda continued. “Apparently some of the teenagers in town decided to have a party out there. From the story I heard there was a lot of booze, some drugs and at the time that the woman was discovered Sheriff Atkins thought it was some kind of a freak accident resulting from partying.”
Seth frowned. “This today definitely wasn’t an accident.” His frown deepened as he thought about the scene. “She couldn’t have been there that long before I got to the dunes. It was almost like she’d been intended to be completely buried but something or someone chased the killer away before he could deliver the final shovelful of sand onto her face.” He wondered if perhaps the three young men who had arrived at the dunes before him had interrupted the murderer or had buried her themselves.
Linda reached over and patted his hand. “Go home, Seth. This isn’t your crime scene. Remember, you’re on vacation.” She stood. “And I’m not, so I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll see you at home late tonight.”
He nodded absently and watched as she disappeared back down the hallway. She was right. This wasn’t his job. He’d done what he needed to do and there was nothing to keep him from walking away.
Except those startling blue eyes and that moment of connection he felt with her before she’d freaked out and then had passed out. He couldn’t just head home and forget about all of this. Besides, he thought with a touch of humor, he had no way to get home.
He had no doubt that the kids from the dunes would see to it that his truck and bike got back to Linda’s okay. This was a small town and if they screwed with his rides, there would be no place for them to hide.
Still, despite the fact that he was on vacation, he couldn’t walk away from this until he had some answers. He wanted to know her condition, assure himself that she was physically okay. He wanted to know her name. He needed to know what had happened to her.
He jumped up from his chair as his cell phone rang. Seeing on the caller ID that it was his boss, Director Forbes, calling from Kansas City, he answered and walked with the phone outside the building doors and into the early-evening sun.
“Hope you’ve enjoyed the first few hours of your vacation because it’s officially over,” Director Forbes said. “I just got a call from Sheriff Atkins requesting your aid in the investigation of a serial killer who is burying women in sand dunes. Apparently you’re already a part of the most recent case.”
“A serial killer?” Seth felt as if he were missing a significant piece of a puzzle. Linda had mentioned one woman whose death had been ruled some sort of an accident, but nothing else.
“The sheriff has managed to keep the details of the other two murders under his hat. This woman you found is apparently the third victim in as many months. Since you’re already there in town Sheriff Atkins would like you to assist his team, and it sounds like you need to be there. Three women buried in the sand sounds like a case where the locals might be in over their heads. They definitely could use your help.”
“Yes, sir,” Seth replied, fighting an overwhelming irritation that the sheriff had gone directly to his boss before mentioning to Seth what he intended to do, and he’d neglected to tell Seth that this wasn’t the first woman found buried in the sand dunes.
As the conversation ended Seth noticed with dismay that the wind was picking up. A little wind out on the dunes would destroy any hope of collecting any evidence that might have been there.
He went back into the waiting room and within half an hour Sheriff Atkins showed up once again. “Any word on the victim?” he asked.
“Nothing so far. The only thing that’s happened is that I got a call from my director indicating that I’m now on this case. Why didn’t you tell me while we were in your car that this was the third woman found buried in the sand dunes?”
Sheriff Atkins winced, the lines on his face appearing to deepen into bone-weariness in the span of a heartbeat. “I wasn’t sure what I had going on here until you found this woman today. This makes number three and that officially makes it bigger for me to handle. It’s obviously a serial killer at work and I know as FBI you’d have more experience with this sort of thing.”
Whatever else he might have said was interrupted as a doctor came into the room. “Tom.” He greeted the sheriff with a nod.
“And this is Special Agent Seth Hawkins,” Sheriff Atkins said. “Doctor William Kane. How is she?”
“Other than being a bit dehydrated and showing some sand abrasion, she appears to be surprisingly fine physically. Her vitals are stable, but we’re giving her fluids and we’ve drawn blood for a tox screen.”
“Is she conscious?” Seth asked. “Has she said anything?”
“She’s conscious and we’ve moved her to a regular room, but she came to so agitated we had to give her a mild sedative. She’s calm now but so far she hasn’t said a word to anyone,” Dr. Kane replied.
“Can we see her?” Seth asked.
Dr. Kane hesitated a moment and then nodded. “But I have to warn you that she appears to be emotionally fragile. I don’t want her upset. I understand that you have questions and want answers, but right now my main concern is her health and welfare.”
“Understood,” Sheriff Atkins agreed.
“Room 223.”
Seth took the lead down the long corridor that would take him to her room. He told himself his eagerness to see her, to talk to her was because she was now his case. It was official business.
Room 223 was in semidarkness, the curtains pulled across the windows to shield the late-day sun, and only a small light illuminated the area just above the bed.
Seth nodded in surprise at his sister, who rose from a chair next to the bed at their entrance. “We did the best we could to clean her up, but there’s still a beach-full of sand in her hair,” she said in a soft whisper. “I think she’s asleep right now, but it’s hard to tell. She hasn’t made a sound since you brought her in.”
Linda moved away from the bed as Seth stepped closer. Sheriff Atkins remained just inside the doorway, as if perfectly happy to take a secondary role to Seth.
Seth gazed at the woman in the bed and then looked up at the sheriff. “You sure she isn’t a local?” he asked, his voice low and soft.
“Fairly sure,” Tom replied.
Seth sank down into the chair that Linda had vacated, satisfied to simply sit and watch until the mystery woman woke up. He had no idea how long Sheriff Atkins was willing to stand in the doorway, but Seth was committed to sitting all night if that’s what it took.
It didn’t take all night. They’d only been waiting about fifteen minutes when she drew a deep intake of breath and opened her eyes. Almost instantly the tension level in the room shot through the ceiling.
She half rose from her prone position, eyes wild until her gaze landed on Seth and then she appeared to relax a little bit and leaned back into the pillow.
“You’re safe now,” he said softly. “You’re in a hospital and nobody is going to hurt you again.” He realized her eyes weren’t just a simple blue, but had silver shards around the pupils, giving them a depth that drew Seth in.
“Can you tell us your name?” Tom asked as he stepped up to the foot of her bed.
She looked at the sheriff and then back at Seth and tears began to fill her eyes. She clutched the sheet that covered her and Seth noted that her fingernails were medium-length and polished with a pretty pink gloss that had dulled slightly, probably from sand abrasion.
Still, no broken nails, no obvious defense wounds, no wounds at all on her. So, what had happened to her and who had attempted to bury her in the sand?
“Can you tell us your name?” Seth repeated gently, aware of the tremor that had begun to show on her face, in her shoulders.
Slowly, she shook her head and closed her eyes, as if seeking the numbness of sleep once again. Seth and the sheriff remained in the room for another fifteen minutes or so and then left her room and stood just outside it in the hallway as Linda resumed her seat next to the sleeping woman.
“We found nothing at the crime scene,” Sheriff Atkins said as they began to walk down the hallway. “The wind started howling out there and sand was blowing everywhere.” He released an audible sigh. “I was hoping we’d get some answers by talking to her tonight.”
“She’s obviously still traumatized. We’ll probably get some answers in the morning. She needs to rest tonight.” Seth was as frustrated as the sheriff, but nothing could be done for the remainder of the night. “I would like to get the files from the other two crimes that you believe are linked to this one.”
“You’re staying at your sister’s house?”
Seth nodded. “It looks like I’ll be there until we get this mess cleaned up.”
“I’ll have one of my men bring you the files sometime this evening.”
“One more thing, I’d like the names of the young men who were out there on the dunes with me when our mystery woman was found,” Seth said.
“The short one with the dark hair is Jerome Walker. He’s nineteen and home for the summer from college. The blond is Ernie Simpson, also nineteen and works at the hardware store.”
“And the tall one?” Seth asked, thinking of the kid who had stood as if frozen in shock while all the activity had gone on around him.
“Sam Clemmons. He’s twenty-one, spends his evenings working part-time as a bartender at a tavern on Main and most of his days out at the dunes riding.”
Seth mentally took note of each name, intending to check them all out. Just because they’d been there to help him didn’t mean they’d had nothing to do with how the woman had gotten into the sand. It was possible they’d been burying her and had only stopped and pretended to discover her when Seth had shown up. At this point everyone in Amber Lake was a potential suspect.
“I’m glad to have you on board,” Sheriff Atkins said as they stepped out into the waning light of day. “The first young woman I just assumed was some kind of freak party accident. When the second one showed up a month ago I had a bad feeling. And now this...” He allowed his voice to trail off and then continued, “I’m just glad your director allowed you to join me on this.”
“I’ll meet you at your office at seven tomorrow morning and then together we’ll head over here to see if our Jane Doe can wrap things up for us. If this is some kind of a serial killer at work, then she might be able to give you a description, some information that will lead to an arrest.”
Sheriff Atkins raked a hand through his hair. “I hope so. You need a ride back to your sister’s place?”
“No, thanks. We’re close enough that I can just walk there.” Linda’s house was only three blocks away and Seth needed to expend some of the adrenaline that still coursed through him. The walk would do him good.
“Then I’ll see you in the morning.”
Seth watched as the sheriff got into his cruiser and pulled out of the hospital parking lot. Only when the cruiser had disappeared from view did he begin the walk to Linda’s place.
It’s just a job, he told himself, like so many he’d worked before in his career. But, even though that was what he thought, he knew it was more than that. Something had happened in that split second of eye connection they’d shared, something that made him decide long before he’d been officially assigned to the case that he was in until the end.



Chapter Two
She awoke in increments of consciousness, first aware of the sharp smell of antiseptic and then the feel of the stiff mattress beneath her. A hospital. Full consciousness came to her like a slap in the face, bringing with it a spill of memories that were too strange for her to want to claim as her own.
Sand...and sun...and a terror so huge she couldn’t now embrace what she knew she’d felt before. Safe. She was safe now. Her head filled with a vision of a handsome, dark-haired man with soft gray eyes. He’d told her she was safe and she’d believed his low, calm voice, the steady assurance of his gaze.
She heard the approach of a rattling cart in the hallway, smelled the scent of coffee and bacon and realized she was ravenous.
A hand control allowed her to raise the head of her bed at the same time a nurse came in. “Ah, good. You’re awake,” she said cheerfully. “And just in time to enjoy Amber Lake Memorial Hospital’s finest cuisine.” With an efficiency of movement, the nurse pulled out a table and swung it across the center of the bed and then placed a tray on top.
She looked at the nurse with her short, curly dark hair and eyes that were a blue-gray and remembered her from the night before. She’d been kind.
“My name is Linda,” she said as she pulled the cover from the tray, exposing a plate of bacon and eggs and toast. There was a cup of coffee, a carton of orange juice and a small fruit cup, as well.
Linda smiled at her once again. “It was my brother, Seth, who found you yesterday.”
So, Gray Eyes had a name. Seth. Even just hearing his name took away some of the knot of anxiety that pressed tight against her chest.
“I don’t know if you remember or not, but we got you off the IV in the middle of the night. Your vitals are all good and the doctor should be in later this morning to see you. I know Seth and the sheriff are going to be here anytime, so you’d better enjoy your meal in peace and quiet before they get here and start bothering you with questions.” Linda’s smile faded into a look of concern. “Is there anything else I can do for you now?”
Tell me this is all a dream, she thought. Tell me I’m going to wake up soon and all of this has just been a crazy nightmare. She shook her head to indicate that she was fine and then picked up her fork.
As she began to eat, Linda hesitated a moment at the door. “Can you tell me your name this morning?”
Her hand trembled slightly as she shook her head.
Linda offered her a reassuring smile. “It’s okay...maybe later.” She left the room. The scrambled eggs were cooked perfectly and the bacon was crisp. The coffee was a bit strong, but it warmed her a little bit as she drank it. And she needed the warmth, for there seemed to be a cold hand clenched around her heart that refused to release its hold.
She focused solely on the meal, not wanting to think about anything else, afraid to delve too deeply into her own mind until she figured out some things.
She ate everything on the plate and then swung the table away so that she could get out of bed. She needed to use the restroom. She moved her legs to hang off the side of the bed and sat up, wanting to make sure there was no dizziness that would create a potential fall.
As she got to her feet, she was grateful that the IV was gone and pleased to discover that she felt strong. She quickly made her way into the bathroom, the green-flowered hospital gown swimming around her small frame.
The reflection that greeted her in the mirror was that of a stranger. The knot of anxiety that had momentarily subsided grew bigger, tighter in her chest.
She didn’t recognize the woman in the mirror with her blue, widened eyes and her dark hair hanging limp and dirty to her shoulders. She reached up to scratch her itchy scalp and her fingers came away with tiny granules of pale sand beneath the nails.
Sand...everywhere, pressing in on her, suffocating her. She couldn’t move as she heard the scrape of a shovel, felt the weight of the sand covering her. As the strange memories shot through her she slapped a hand over her chest to keep her rapidly banging heart from beating right out of her skin.
She whirled away from the mirror, took care of her needs and then quickly exited the bathroom and got back into the bed. Safe, you’re safe now. The words reverberated through her head, finally slowing her heartbeat to a more normal pace, and the trembling that had taken hold of her eased.
She wasn’t in bed long before an aide came in. She looked like a teenager and chirped a cheerful greeting as she removed the breakfast tray and then disappeared out of the room.
Linda came back in the room, carrying a pair of lightweight blue jogging pants and a matching T-shirt and underclothes. “Do you feel up to a shower?”
She nodded eagerly. There was nothing she’d love more than to wash the sand out of her hair, to feel clean again. Maybe a shower would better prepare her for whatever happened next.
Even though she needed no help, Linda offered her an arm to lean on as they walked to the bathroom. This time she consciously avoided looking in the mirror and leaned against the wall as Linda started the water in the small shower enclosure.
“I brought you some clothes,” Linda said. “Actually, they belong to my daughter, Samantha. She’s sixteen and you look to be about the same size. Shampoo...soap, it’s all in the shower. Take as long as you need and I’ll be back to check on you in just a few minutes.”
Moments later she stood beneath a warm spray of water and scrubbed the shampoo into her hair. It took three shampoo-and-rinses before she felt as if all the sand and grit were finally gone.
She’d wanted to thank Linda for the clothes, for her kindness, but she was afraid to speak, afraid that somehow the sound of her own voice would make this all frighteningly real. And she didn’t want it to be real.
There was toothpaste and a toothbrush, a hairbrush and a comb on the sink and she used them all before finally leaving the bathroom. She almost felt human again...almost.
As she returned to the bed and sat on the edge, the knot of anxiety returned, make her feel half-breathless. Amber Lake Memorial Hospital. The name was everywhere. But where exactly was Amber Lake, and how had she gotten here?
At that moment the sheriff and Seth walked into the room. Linda entered as well, leaning against the wall and out of the way.
She immediately looked into Seth’s eyes, seeking the same kind of calmness she’d found there the night before. She wasn’t disappointed.
“Well, you look much better this morning than when we left you last night,” the sheriff said with obviously forced cheerfulness. “How are you feeling?”
She knew an answer was required from her, but her mouth would form no words, and her diaphragm refused to work to allow her any speech.
The sheriff frowned. “Are you up to a few questions?”
She hesitated a moment and then nodded.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
Tears began to press hot at her eyes. Sand...it was everywhere, stifling her ability to draw a deep breath, filling her mouth and making it impossible for her to speak, to move.
“Ma’am? Can you tell us who you are?” the sheriff asked.
She was aware of the tears beginning to trek down her cheeks as she remembered the weight of the sand on her body, the sound of the shovel scooping up more...more sand to throw on top of her.
She couldn’t seem to get past those moments of sheer terror. She couldn’t access any other information. She was trapped in that moment, her mouth, her brain filled with sand, unable to move forward from the experience.
Seth stepped closer, his chiseled features softened. “You know you’re safe now.” She hesitated a moment and then nodded. “Can you talk to us?” She paused again and then slowly shook her head negatively as the tears fell faster down her cheeks.
“Maybe we should try this again later in the day,” Linda suggested, her concern for her patient obvious.
Seth’s gaze never left hers as he reached out for her hand. Again she hesitated and then slipped her cold hand into his warm one. He squeezed slightly. “Will you talk to us later?”
She wanted to please him, this man who’d saved her life. She wanted to be able to give him whatever it was he and the sheriff needed to know, but she couldn’t. Slowly, she once again shook her head.
“She needs more time,” Linda said. “She’s obviously still traumatized.”
Seth released her hand and stood, a frown tracking across his handsome forehead. “We met Dr. Kane on the way in. He gave me the name of a counselor for her to see if necessary and told told me she’s free to go, that he intends to release her.”
“Release her to where?” the sheriff asked.
Once again her heart began to bang a sickening rhythm. Where would she go? What would happen to her now? At least here in the hospital she knew where she was, she knew she was safe. But safe from what? Safe from who? Who would try to kill her by burying her? Why would anyone want to do that to her? She shoved the horrifying questions to the back of her mind and instead focused her attention on the conversation between the sheriff and Seth.
“We’re a small town. We don’t have the resources to put her up someplace until we can get some information from her,” the sheriff said.
“She’ll come to my house,” Linda replied smoothly. “Seth is there, she’ll be safe there and I’ll be able to look after her whenever I’m home.”
“Are you sure about this?” Seth asked.
“Positive. You can bunk on the sofa and I’ll give her the guest room.” Linda smiled at her. “Would you be okay with that? Staying at my place and giving yourself a little more time?”
She nodded. She had no reason not to trust the kind nurse and the man who had rescued her. And she was terrified by any other alternative.
“If you could just tell us your name then we could find out where you live, maybe call some relatives to let them know you’re here.” The sheriff took another step closer, his frustration wafting off him. “Just your name. Can you just tell me your name?”
She’d love to do that, but the problem was she didn’t know her name. She didn’t know who she was or where she lived. It was as if the sand where Seth had found her had given birth to her. She had absolutely no memories before that time and it was that particular horror that kept her from speaking.
She had nothing to say that could help them and she’d rather they thought her mute from trauma than admit that she had no idea who she was or where she belonged.
* * *
IT WAS JUST AFTER TWO in the afternoon when Seth went back to the hospital to pick up Jane Doe and take her home to Linda’s place. Since their early-morning visit with her, Sheriff Atkins had taken her fingerprints to see if anything would pop up in the system to identify her.
His deputies had searched the area for a car, scoured the dunes in hopes of finding a purse or a wallet that might let them know her name. But at the moment she remained Jane Doe.
Seth only hoped that with a little more time she’d trust them all enough to tell them who she was and exactly what had happened to her.
He’d spent most of the night before poring over the files of the two crimes that had occurred in the past two months. Deputy Raymond Michaels had dropped them off about seven the night before.
Seth could understand how the sheriff might have convinced himself that the first young woman, nineteen-year-old Rebecca Cook, had been the victim of some kind of a freak accident.
There had been a party on the dunes, and according to eyewitness reports, things had gotten pretty wild. Rebecca had attended the party but it had been the next day when a couple of riders had come out to enjoy the dunes that they’d discovered her body buried in the sand with only the tips of her toes showing.
The second victim, Vicki Smith, had been a relative newcomer to town. She was thirty years old at the time of her death and had been found almost exactly a month later, buried in a different area of the dunes. There was no way to write off her death as anything but what it had been...murder.
And here they were almost a month to the day after the last murder with a victim who had lived through sheer luck alone. Three months...three women, and Seth was aware that if the killer stayed on the same pattern that meant the clock had already begun ticking down for the next victim.
Time. It could be the biggest hindrance in solving a crime. The more time that passed the more opportunity a killer gained to cover his tracks or to manufacture an alibi. And the more time that passed, the closer they would get to the time when the killer would feel the need for a new victim.
Hopefully Sheriff Atkins would get a hit from the fingerprints they’d taken from the woman in the hospital and they would soon know her name. With that information they could attempt to retrace her footsteps just before she wound up buried in the sand and hopefully find some information that would lead to an arrest.
He hoped by now the Sheriff had interrogated the three young men who had been on the dunes when Jane Doe had been found. As far as Seth was concerned they were all persons of interest in the crime.
As Seth parked his truck in the hospital lot, he found it ridiculous how eager he was to see Jane again. There was no question that something about her drew him. Maybe it was the helplessness and slight hint of need he saw in her eyes when she looked at him, but he’d never been attracted to any such women in his past.
He was usually attracted to strong, independent women who invited him into their lives, into their beds, because they wanted him, not because they needed him. Of course, it had been over a year since he’d been in a relationship with any woman. Too much work and no play, was it any wonder a sexy little slip of a woman with bright blue eyes would fire off some testosterone?
When he’d first walked into her hospital room that morning he’d been stunned by her cleanup. Her hair had been a shiny dark curtain hanging below her shoulders and her eyes had held not just fear, not just need, but also an intelligence and awareness that had entranced him.
Unfortunately, something was keeping her from communicating. He had to trust Linda and hope that it was just a matter of time. He reminded himself it had only been twenty-four hours since he’d dug her out of the sand dune.
Her inability to speak might be some sort of self-preservation instinct until she fully processed what had happened to her. He knew she was capable of at least making sounds...he’d heard the inhuman cries issuing from her when she’d come out of the ground and had tried to scramble away. He knew he needed patience, but it was difficult to be patient under the circumstances.
Linda greeted him in the hall just outside her room. “She’s all set. She seems to be okay with the plan to stay at my house for the time being. I don’t want you browbeating her with a bunch of questions, Seth. She’s fragile. We don’t know what happened to her before she was found in the sand. The fact that she isn’t speaking attests to the depth of trauma she’s undergone.”
Seth smiled at his sister with affection. “Hey, sis, this isn’t my first rodeo. This is what I do for a living.”
“You catch killers for a living,” Linda countered. “And I just don’t want you focused so solely on the endgame that you forget you have a real, living victim here.”
“I promise I’ll be gentle with her,” he replied.
“Pinky swear,” Linda demanded and held up her hand.
Seth laughed and linked his little finger with hers. “Pinky swear,” he agreed.
“Samantha knows what’s going on and has promised to help however she can.”
“Then there’s nothing left for me to do but get Jane to your house and hope we can build some trust that will get her talking as quickly as possible.” Even though Seth had promised to be gentle with her, he couldn’t lose sight of what they needed from her.
She was an integral part of a puzzle that involved two previous deaths, an important clue to what appeared to be a serial killer working in the small town.
As he entered her hospital room she stood with her back to him, looking out the window into the sun-filled June afternoon. Despite the fact that she was short and slender, she had a good figure with a nice shapely butt.
He shook his head to dispel this totally male thought. “Jane.” She turned to look at him. “Since we don’t know your real name, we’re going to call you Jane. Is that okay?”
She nodded and offered him a small smile. The simple gesture shot a wave of unexpected heat through his belly. A job, he reminded himself. She was a tool he needed to use to complete a job and nothing more. For all he knew, despite the fact that she wore no wedding ring, she could have a husband or a family somewhere awaiting her return.
There was no way he could get caught up with her on a personal level, despite the beauty of her smile, in spite of the simmering emotions that radiated from her eyes.
“So, you know the plan? You’re coming with me to hang out at my sister’s place until we have a better idea of what’s going on?”
Once again she nodded and stepped closer to him, close enough that he could smell the scent of clean shampoo and soap. “You’re in Amber Lake, Oklahoma. Does that sound familiar?”
She frowned and shook her head. “Then let’s get you out of here,” he said. Together they left the hospital and he led her to his pickup. He opened the passenger door and she stepped up into the cab.
As Seth slid behind the steering wheel he wondered how on earth this was going to work. He’d never spent any time with a woman who couldn’t...or wouldn’t talk. Usually he complained about having the opposite problem...hooking up with women who wouldn’t let him get a word in edgewise.
Seth was accustomed to being the strong, silent type but that obviously wasn’t going to work in this particular situation.
The good news was that Samantha would probably be home and she was a typical sixteen-year-old chatterbox. Linda would be home around five to help with what suddenly felt like a babysitting job for a traumatized victim who intrigued him like no other woman had done in a very long time.
Just a job, he reminded himself as he pulled into the driveway of Linda’s neat three-bedroom ranch-style house. Atkins had told him earlier in the day that he’d posted signs that Deadman’s Dunes were off-limits to everyone for the time being.
But Seth knew there was no way Sheriff Atkins and his team could monitor all of the dunes day and night in an attempt to prevent another burial. He glanced at the woman seated next to him staring out the passenger window. She held the keys to catching the killer. Hopefully she would be able to give them the information they needed before another woman died.
“Here we are,” he said. He realized he hadn’t said a word on the short ride home from the hospital.
She turned and looked at him. As he saw the gratitude in her beautiful eyes, a surge of unexpected protectiveness rose up inside him. “It’s going to be okay,” he said softly. “You’re going to be just fine.”
Her eyes darkened and at that moment Samantha exploded out of the house, her short dark curls bouncing and a bright smile of welcome on her beautiful face. She halted at the edge of the driveway as Seth and Jane got out of the truck.
“Hi, Uncle Seth,” she said as she beelined to Jane. “Hi, I’m Samantha, and I’m so glad you’re here. Mom explained to me that you’re not talking right now, but it’s okay, I talk enough for two people. If you need to borrow any of my clothes, you’re welcome to them. Clothes, makeup, whatever you need I’ve got.”
Seth could almost feel the tension leaving Jane as Samantha’s friendly chatter filled the air. He guessed that Jane was probably in her mid to late twenties, probably ten years older than Samantha, but Samantha could charm the birds out of the trees when she wasn’t having a typical teenage hormonal moment.
He watched as Samantha took Jane’s hand. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room and then if you want you can help me with supper. I’m hoping if I have it all ready to eat when Mom gets home I can talk her into getting a puppy.”
“Good luck with that,” Seth said dryly as he followed the two into the house.
“I’ve been working on her for the past month. I think I’ve almost got her convinced. You should help me, Uncle Seth. You know having a puppy would teach me responsibility and keep me from doing drugs and partying.”
“You don’t need a puppy to keep you from doing drugs,” Seth replied. “If I even think that’s an issue you’ll have to contend with me.”
Samantha smiled at Jane. “Don’t worry, he sounds like a big tough guy but he’s got a really mushy center.”
Seth watched as Samantha led Jane down the hallway and the two disappeared into the spare room. Knowing at least for the moment that Jane was in good hands, he walked into the kitchen and pulled a cold soda from the fridge.
If this had been a usual case, Seth would have been holed up in the sheriff’s office, leading a new investigation not only into this latest crime, but also reinvestigating the two that had occurred previously.
He’d have all the players reinterviewed, check and double-check alibis, and set up a task force to specifically work on it. But this wasn’t a usual case, and he forced a smile as the biggest clue of the case came into the kitchen with Samantha.
“We’re having meat loaf and mashed potatoes for supper. The meat loaf is already cooking, but I’ve got to peel the potatoes and get them boiling,” Samantha said.
Jane pointed to herself, indicating that she’d peel the potatoes. Within minutes she was at the sink working as Samantha got out salad makings from the fridge and talked about the events of her day.
Jane appeared perfectly at ease, responding to Samantha with smiles and head nods. Maybe Samantha with both her teenage angst and cheerful natural exuberance was just what they needed to open up Jane.
Seth remained in the kitchen, seated at the table and out of the way as the two worked side by side to finish preparing the evening meal.
Dr. Kane had done a quick exam of Jane’s throat and had found no physical reason why she wasn’t speaking. Seth had already known that she was capable of talking. He would never, for the rest of his life, forget the sounds that had come from her throat in those moments when she’d tried to scrabble away from him...from the sand that surrounded her.
It was simply a choice that she refused to say a word. Her words were probably trapped inside the trauma and somehow they needed to break through.
By six o’clock Linda arrived home, pleased that her daughter had the evening meal ready and that Jane seemed to be settled in just fine.
“Mom, even Uncle Seth agrees that a puppy is a good idea,” Samantha said once they were all seated at the table.
“Whoa.” Seth held up both hands. “Don’t get me in the middle of this argument.” Samantha glared at him and Jane laughed.
Time seemed to freeze at the low, pleasant sound. Jane’s eyes widened and then she quickly focused on the food on her plate as Linda and Samantha began their discussion about a puppy.
Seth scarcely heard the conversation going back and forth. He was focused on Jane and the beautiful sound of laughter that had escaped her.
It wasn’t much, but it was a start, and hopefully by the end of the evening she’d be able to give him more...she’d be able to at least tell him her name.



Chapter Three
Amnesia was a terrible thing, Jane thought as she showered early the next morning. She had no memories to draw upon, no place to go inside her head where she felt safe. She didn’t even have a name.
And yet somebody had tried to kill her. Somebody had tried to bury her in a sand dune where she’d remain until some dirt-bike riders had discovered her body. Why? And who? The two questions screamed inside her brain.
How had she gotten here in Amber Lake, Oklahoma, and how had she hooked up with a killer? Who would want to hurt her and why? So many unanswered questions screamed inside her head.
She stood beneath the warm water and thought of the night before. As sexy and handsome as she found Seth, all evening she’d felt like he was a praying mantis poised to spring should she show any sign of weakness.
She knew he wanted her help, desperately needed her to talk about what had happened to her, but she had absolutely nothing to offer him. She didn’t know anything about herself or what events had transpired to put her in that sand dune where he’d found her. Right now being in the blankness of her own head was a frightening place to be.
Finished with the shower, she stepped out of the stall and grabbed the thick fluffy towel that awaited her. She was thankful that Linda was a kind and gracious hostess, and Samantha was an absolute doll. It was obvious that Seth loved them both very much.
Seth. If she were in a position to speak she had a feeling he’d make her tongue-tied. His broad shoulders, slim hips and long legs made her feel both safe and yet in just a little bit of danger.
The danger she felt wasn’t for her physical being, but rather her emotional state. She was acutely attracted to him, but she knew she’d be a fool to even entertain thoughts of any kind of a relationship with him.
Although she didn’t know her own name, she knew for certain she wasn’t a fool. He was an FBI agent seeking a killer and she just happened to be his best chance at finding that person. Besides, without knowing who she was, she didn’t even know if she already had a man in her life, somebody who was frantically seeking her at this very moment.
She dressed in a pair of jean shorts and a T-shirt that Samantha had provided her. Samantha had won the battle of the dog. Today was Linda’s day off and the plan was for all four of them to head to the pound and pick out a puppy.
Jane was looking forward to the outing, hoping that something she saw in the small town would release a flood of memories that would not only answer her questions about herself, but also give Seth what he needed to arrest a madman.
He’d told her briefly the night before about the two murders that had occurred before she’d been discovered, and she’d gone to bed with the thought of those two women’s deaths weighing heavy on her soul.
Remember. She had to remember, and yet the harder she tried the more fleeting any memories became. She felt as if they were a word on the tip of her tongue and the more she tried to bring that word into focus the deeper it hid inside her mind.
She quickly ran a brush through her long hair and then pronounced herself ready to face whatever the day might bring. As she left the bathroom she met Samantha in the hallway. The teenager grabbed Jane by the hands and twirled her around.
“Today’s the day,” she said with excitement. “After months of driving my mom insane, today I get my puppy.”
Jane grinned, unable to help the positive flood of energy that filled her at Samantha’s happiness. Together they went down the hallway to find Seth and Linda in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in hand.
“Help yourself,” Seth said and pointed to the coffeemaker on the cabinet.
Jane nodded and tried to ignore how hot he looked with the early-morning sun shining on his thick dark hair and clad in jeans and a navy T-shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders.
“I hope you slept well,” Linda said as Jane joined them at the table. Jane nodded. “I guess the plan is to go to the Amber Lake Animal Pound today and get a puppy.” Linda’s enthusiasm was definitely less apparent than that of her daughter.
Amber Lake. Although the town sounded vaguely familiar, Jane couldn’t imagine why she’d been here...Amber Lake, Oklahoma. The place evoked no emotional response inside her. It was obvious she didn’t live in the small town because nobody had recognized her. And how on earth had she been buried in the Deadman’s Dunes?
Breakfast was a dog affair, with Samantha and her mother discussing all the things they’d need to buy for the new member of the family. Seth sat silently, his gaze lingering for long periods of time on Jane, making her feel both half-breathless and self-conscious.
She was grateful when the time came for them to go to the pound. Maybe getting out for some fresh air and sunshine would make her feel less like a science specimen and ease some of the tension Seth’s gaze coiled inside her.
Besides, Samantha’s excitement was contagious and drove away the edge of anxiety that threatened to take hold of her whenever she tried to think too hard about everything she didn’t know.
It was just after nine when they left the house, the sun already hot overhead. Seth and Jane got into his pickup while Linda and Samantha got into Linda’s car. They planned to stop by a pet store on the way home and get some supplies. Seth’s plan was for him and Jane to leave the pound and then take a tour of the town in an effort to stir something of Jane’s missing memories.
It felt more than a little surreal to have been buried in a sand dune two days before and now be on the way to the pound to pick out a puppy.
To her surprise Seth kept up a steady stream of conversation as they drove through the small town of Amber Lake to reach the pound on the other side.
“Linda and I were always close as kids but since my parents are both gone and since her divorce we’ve gotten really close,” he said. “Do you have brothers or sisters?
She shrugged, wishing she knew the answer, wishing she could voice something, anything to him.
“Samantha is a pip, isn’t she?” His voice was filled with affection and Jane smiled and nodded at him.
“Linda’s had a rough time since her divorce from her husband, Mark. He was a real control freak and of course because of Samantha he’s still in Linda’s life.”
As he talked, Jane looked out the window, trying to find a building, a place on the sidewalk, something that would jog her absent memory. But there was nothing, and by the time they pulled up to the large, flat building on the outskirts of town that comprised the Amber Lake Animal Shelter and Pound, Jane fought against a sweeping discouragement.
Linda and Samantha parked next to them and as they all got out of the car a young man clad in a khaki uniform stepped out of the building. He had an open face, round blue eyes and light brown hair cut neatly. He appeared ill at ease, standing at attention as if guarding the animals within his care was the most important thing in his life.
“Hi, Steven,” Samantha greeted him. “We’re here to adopt a dog.”
He shot a quick glance at Seth and Jane and then gazed back at Samantha. “The place is nearly full, so you’ve got plenty to pick from.”
“Steven, this is my brother, Seth, and his friend Jane,” Linda said. “And this is Officer Steven Bradley, the man in charge of all things animal in Amber Lake.”
“Nice to meet you both,” Steven replied. He visibly relaxed and smiled at them all. “I usually don’t let people in until noon so I haven’t had a chance to clean all the cages yet, but you can come on in. The air conditioner stopped working yesterday and the city is supposed to be sending somebody out here today to fix it. If they don’t get out here soon, it’s really going to get unpleasant in there.”
Steven turned and led them into the building where the smell of dog and cat was nearly overwhelming in the heat that was already building inside.
Cage after cage filled the space, and the barking was nearly deafening. “Quiet,” Steven shouted and almost immediately the dogs either stopped barking or muted to soft whines.
“That’s pretty amazing,” Seth said in the ensuing relative silence.
Steven opened the door to a nearby cage where a small terrier immediately rolled on his back to show his belly. “Dogs need four basic things—consistent discipline, shelter and food and plenty of love.” He scratched the terrier’s belly and then closed the cage door.
“I could tell you some real horror stories about the conditions I’ve found some of these animals living in,” he continued as they made their way down a narrow aisle. “People just bury their head in the sand when it comes to animal abuse. They don’t want to hear about it, they don’t even report it when they see it going on.”
He shook his head and then smiled at Samantha. “I think I’ve got just what you want in the back...a litter of poodle-mix puppies that are just now old enough for adoption.”
Jane listened to all this absently, fighting an overwhelming desire to run from the building. The air felt oppressive...suffocating, like the sand where she’d been buried. The animal scent was thick, making it hard for her to breathe.
She pushed forward, wanting to see the puppies, but her anxiety grew with each step she took. She couldn’t breathe. Her chest ached with the effort. It was just like it had been in the sand. She felt as if she were dying.
Out.
She had to get out.
She turned and bumped into Seth’s broad chest. She pushed him aside and slid past him and ran for the exit. She had to get out of this place.
She hit the outdoor air and gulped in deep breaths. Spying a bench nearby, she walked over to it on unsteady feet and sat, lowering her head and hoping the sense of impending doom would pass as quickly as it had claimed her.
Sand and suffocation, being buried alive—her chest tightened with the memory of helplessness.
“Jane?” Seth’s soft voice sliced through the panic as he sat next to her on the bench. “Are you okay?”
A moment of utter clarity filled her mind. She raised her head and gazed at him. “My name is Tamara. I’m Tamara Jennings.” Her heart filled with the certain knowledge of her statement.
Seth sat back on the bench in surprise. “Why haven’t you told us that sooner?”
“Because I didn’t know sooner. I didn’t know my name until this very moment, and that’s all I know. I’m Tamara Jennings and I don’t know where I belong or what happened to me. I don’t know anything about myself except my name.” To her horror she began to weep.
* * *
SETH WAITED FOR HER to get her emotions under control, fighting the impulse to reach out and pull her into his arms. He had two initial thoughts. He liked the sound of her low, sexy voice, and the trauma she’d suffered obviously went far deeper than any of them had initially realized.
“So, since I pulled you out of that sand dune you’ve had complete amnesia?” he asked once she’d stopped crying and had straightened her shoulders to meet his gaze.
She nodded. “I’ve been so terrified by it. That’s why I didn’t talk. I had nothing to say and somehow I felt like if I did say something it would make all of this real, rather than some horrible nightmare. But, it is real, isn’t it?”
“I’m afraid so,” he replied, his mind still working to take in the ramifications of what she’d just told him. It had to be some sort of a temporary amnesia brought on by whatever ordeal she’d gone through.
“The good news is that with a name we can search DMV and find out where you’re from—that is if you have a valid driver’s license somewhere.”
She frowned. “But the bad news is I can’t help you.”
“Maybe not at this moment, but I’m hoping with a little time and maybe a little prompting we can get the rest of your memories back, and in those memories will be the information we need to arrest a killer.”
She released a tremulous sigh. “A little prompting? Does that involve electric shock?”
It took him a moment to realize she was joking. “Out here in Oklahoma we prefer the cattle prod method,” he replied, keeping a straight face and pleased by her ability to joke under the circumstances.
“Amber Lake, Oklahoma.” She frowned. “It sounds oddly familiar but not in any real, meaningful way.”
“Maybe we should check out that counselor Dr. Kane referred you to,” he suggested.
“Not yet.” She frowned. “I’m hoping with just a little more time I’ll be fine.”
At that moment Linda stepped outside. “Everything okay?” she asked worriedly.
“Everything is okay,” Seth assured her. “Jane has found her voice and her name is Tamara.” He stood and held out a hand to Tamara. “I’m taking her back to the house so we’ll see you there when you’re finished with the puppy stuff.”
He motioned his sister back into the building, not wanting the two women to waste time with small talk. He needed to get in touch with Sheriff Atkins to tell the man that Jane Doe had a name, and with that a true investigation could begin.
Minutes later the two of them were back in his truck and he was deep in thought. With a name they could discover where she lived and from there they could gain all kinds of information in order to retrace the steps she’d taken that had led her to Amber Lake.
Regular people thought they moved through life with anonymity, but in this day and age that wasn’t true. If you used an ATM, your picture was taken. Security cameras could be found in parking lots and convenience stores. Traffic cameras were at various intersections. Photos were snapped of people all the time without them knowing...good for victims and officers of the law, not so good for the average criminal. Unfortunately, Seth believed the man they sought wasn’t average.
He glanced over to Tamara, who peered out the window as if seeking a point of reference. “Maybe tomorrow we’ll do some driving around town to see if anything knocks on your memory.”
She turned to look at him. “I’m sorry about my amnesia issue. I know you were hoping that once I started talking you’d have all the answers you needed.”
“Don’t apologize. Right now your mind is protecting you from whatever happened to you out at Deadman’s Dunes. Hopefully once you have some time and we convince you that you’re truly safe, then your memories will all come tumbling back.”
“I hope so. It’s terrible not knowing anything about yourself. I don’t know where I live or how old I am. I have no idea what I do for a living or how I got here. I mean, did I take a bus? Did I drive here? And if I did then where is my car?” The questions bubbled out of her.
“I know you didn’t take a bus here. There’s no service here in town. And by the end of the evening I should be able to answer most of those questions. I’ve got a lot of resources at the FBI to use to get us information about you now that we know your name.”
She gave him a rueful smile. “Most people don’t want the FBI anywhere near their personal lives.”
“True,” he agreed. “But most people know about their own lives.”
Once again she directed her gaze out the window. She looked fragile, as if she was just now fully embracing the amnesia she’d been afraid to speak of.
She hadn’t spoken of the questions he knew must be screaming in her mind...who had tried to kill her and why? Had somebody driven her to town and dumped her at the sand dunes? Was that why they hadn’t found a vehicle? He frowned. That didn’t make sense considering there had been two women before her, two victims who had been local.
Once again Seth fought the need to reach out and touch her, to take the darkness from her eyes and watch them fill with the light of laughter.
Instead he focused on all the things he intended to do, all the people he needed to contact when they got back to Linda’s place.
With the information he could gain, it would be time to get to work. He’d spent the past twenty-four hours with Tamara hoping she’d speak, hoping she’d be able to give them a starting place.
Now he had one, and he needed to get together with Atkins and discuss their plan of action for finding this killer and taking him off the streets. What he didn’t need to think about was how silky Tamara’s dark hair looked, how her full breasts pressed against her T-shirt and how long it had been since he’d been with a woman.
Just his luck, that the one woman who sparked his interest, who stirred a physical response just by her nearness was a victim in a heinous crime. Getting involved with a victim was kind of like trying to find love on a reality show...rarely successful.
Whatever he and Tamara might share now had nothing to do with real life. Any feelings that might arise between them would be based on too many other emotions...need, fear and, for him, the desire to do his job.
He’d seen other agents get embroiled on a personal level with victims and witnesses and it never worked out. Besides, he reminded himself, he wasn’t looking for anything romantic in his life.
Linda’s dismal marriage to her husband and her subsequent contentious divorce had been enough for Seth to reconfirm his commitment to remaining a lone wolf.
It was just after ten when they returned to Linda’s and Seth immediately got on his cell phone to begin the process of tapping into the resources he had at his fingertips.
He sat at the kitchen table with his laptop and phone and Tamara slid onto the sofa. The open floor plan of the house allowed him to watch her as he made his calls.
It must be terrifying to not know anything about yourself, to not have memories or images of any past, of any part of your life to identify what kind of a person you were, where you fit in the world.
It took him almost an hour to put into motion the people and programs that would give him all the information they needed about Tamara Jennings.
When he’d made all his calls and set up a meeting with Sheriff Atkins for later in the day, he got up from the table and went to join Tamara on the sofa.
He sat several inches away from her, but could still smell the clean, fresh scent of her. “Are you doing okay?” He seemed to be asking her that a lot.
“As well as can be expected, I suppose, considering I just learned my name, I’m in a town I don’t know and you dug me out of a sand dune.” She smiled and raised her chin a notch. “But at least I know my name now and hopefully by the time I go to bed tonight some more of my memories will return or you’ll be able to fill in some of the blanks.” Her smile fell. “Tell me more about the other two victims.”
He told her what he knew about the young Rebecca Cook, found after the wild party on the dunes and the second victim, Vicki Smith, who had recently moved to town and worked as a waitress in one of the local restaurants.
He watched the play of emotions sweep over her face. Sympathy, horror and the relief that she hadn’t become a third victim found dead in the sand, it was all there in her eyes, on her features. There was also a hint of guilt there, the guilt of survival, the guilt that so far she’d been unable to help them identify the killer.
She tucked a strand of her long silky-looking hair behind an ear and gazed at him thoughtfully. “So, don’t you FBI people work up a profile of some kind on the killer?”
Seth nodded. “We also work up a profile on the victims. But a profile is only as good as the facts of the crimes, and in these cases there are few facts to go on. Unfortunately two months ago when Rebecca Cook was discovered Sheriff Atkins made an error in judgment writing it off as a freak accidental death instead of investigating it like a homicide. Then a month later Vicki Smith was found and he knew he had a killer somewhere in town.”
“Does he have any suspects?” she asked. She shifted positions and once again he caught a whiff of her clean fresh scent.
“A few, although nobody who is at the top of a fairly pathetic list,” he admitted. “I intend to revisit all those suspects and reinterview everyone who had any part of the initial investigations. Hopefully I can pick up on something the sheriff and his men missed.”
“Was I drugged? Maybe that’s why I can’t remember anything? At least that would explain how I got in the sand and apparently didn’t fight my attacker.”
“Maybe, but doubtful. The tox screens for both of the previous victims came back clean for drugs. Rebecca’s showed a bit of alcohol but not enough to render her mentally or physically impaired. Dr. Kane should have your initial blood tox report back sometime today, but if it’s like the others, it won’t show any drugs.”
Her gaze remained locked with his and he could almost see that she was working to process everything he had told her. Her eyes had grown darker in hue, and the silver shards around her pupils looked more pronounced.
“So, Rebecca Cook’s body was found in the dunes in April. Almost thirty days later Vicki Smith was found, and then thirty days after that you found me. So, it appears that the killer is on some sort of thirty-day timeline,” she said thoughtfully. “Since I survived, does that mean he’s already hunting for a new victim or will he wait thirty days to act again?”
Seth released a sigh. “I can’t answer that. I don’t have enough information to know what he will do next.”
Worse than that, he couldn’t know if the killer would just choose another victim or if he’d try to finish what he’d begun with Tamara.



Chapter Four
It was just after six when Sheriff Atkins arrived at Linda’s house. Linda had left for her shift at the hospital an hour earlier, Samantha and the new puppy, Scooter, were in her bedroom, and Tamara, Seth and the sheriff all sat down at the kitchen table.
It had been a strange afternoon. Once Linda and Samantha had come home, Tamara had spent most of her time with Samantha playing with the new little black fur ball.
Seth had taken his cell phone, the files from Atkins and his laptop into the guest room where Tamara had slept the night before and worked through the afternoon. He’d tried not to get distracted by the sight of the bed where she’d slept the night before, the faint clean scent of her that lingered in the air.
He’d thought that by working in another room from where she was located, he wouldn’t be so distracted, but he’d been wrong. The thought of her long dark hair spilled over the white of the pillowcase distracted him. He didn’t want to entertain thoughts of how warm and soft her body would be against his underneath the bedsheets.
He just wanted to figure out what had happened to her and get her back where she belonged. He didn’t want to think about how lush-looking he found her lips, how much he liked the sound of her voice and how she created an ache inside him that he hadn’t felt in a very long time.
She now looked at Seth from across the table, obviously eager for him to share the information he’d gathered about her throughout the afternoon, information he hoped would kick-start her memory and lead them to their killer.
Atkins appeared tired, but also anxious to hear what he had to say. Seth had a legal pad in front of him and once he’d offered the sheriff a cup of coffee and they were settled in, he began.
“Tamara Jennings, thirty-two years old, you live alone in an apartment in Amarillo, Texas. You were married briefly but divorced two years ago. You were fairly easy to find by a driver’s license and the photo on the license was good enough to make the identification.” He paused and looked up at her, waiting for some kind of an aha moment.
Her hair shone like black silk with the early-evening sunshine streaming through the window. She shrugged with a frown. “Nothing rings a bell. You could be talking about anyone.” Her eyes grew slightly glassy, as if she was fighting back tears, but she nodded for him to continue.
Seth glanced back at his notes. “Nothing criminal in your past, not even a speeding ticket. I couldn’t find any living relatives. According to your neighbors in the apartment complex where you live you don’t socialize with anyone in particular, you’re friendly but pretty much stay to yourself. Nobody I spoke to could give me the name of a boyfriend or even a close friend. You own a successful business designing and maintaining websites for a variety of businesses and work out of an office in your apartment.”
Once again Seth looked at her, hoping to see something, anything in her eyes that might indicate a glimmer of memory, but there was nothing in the blue depths but the swimming start of tears.
To Seth’s surprise it was Atkins who reached out and patted the back of her hand. “It’s all right. It will all come back to you in time. You’re just going through a rough patch, that’s all.”
Tamara cast him a grateful smile and Seth wished it had been he who had reached across the table to comfort her, he who had been the recipient of her smile.
He clenched his jaw muscles and looked back down at his notes. “According to DMV records you own a blue Ford Focus. It isn’t currently parked at your apartment building in Amarillo.”
“So, I probably drove it here to Amber Lake.”
Both Seth and the sheriff nodded. “I’ve got my deputies looking everywhere for the car, but so far it hasn’t turned up,” Tom said.
“I checked your ex-husband out,” Seth said. “He’s a real estate investor who moved to California months after your divorce.” He’d mostly gotten details about her ex out of curiosity, but he wasn’t about to admit that out loud. “He hasn’t been out of the San Diego area since the time you’ve been missing from your apartment. I ruled him out, but we all know that the killer we’re looking for is probably right here in Amber Lake.”
He turned his attention to Tom. “I don’t want to step on toes here, but I’m starting at the beginning with a reinvestigation into Rebecca Cook’s and Vicki Smith’s murders.”
“You aren’t stepping on my toes,” Tom replied. “I welcome the help and you know you have my full force at your disposal. Just tell us what you need and we’ll see that it’s done.”
“The first thing I want from you is your gut instinct,” Seth replied. “Is there anyone you’ve investigated so far that shot off any alarms in your head? Somebody that you felt might be guilty but had no evidence?”
Tom frowned and shook his head. “I wish I could tell you a name, but I can’t imagine anyone in this town having the capacity to do what’s been done to these women.”
Seth glanced over to Tamara, who appeared lost in thought, a delicate frown etched into her forehead. “Tamara, we really have no reason to hold you here. If you want to return to your home in Amarillo, then you can. We can’t keep you here, but I’d like for you to stick around here and see if we can find something or somebody here in town to shove past your amnesia. Right now you still remain our best lead to getting this guy.”
She turned her bright blue eyes toward him, hers holding the faint edge of inner haunting. “I’ll stay. The life you just told me about, the woman who lives in Amarillo, doesn’t feel like they have anything to do with me. I need my memories not just to help you and Sheriff Atkins, but so that I can truly get back where I belong, and I think the key to unlocking them is here in Amber Lake.”
Seth didn’t try to analyze why her decision to stay pleased him. He told himself it was simply because she was their best hope for catching a killer.
“So, what’s our plan?” Tom asked.
“Right now my plan is to get Tamara out first thing tomorrow and take her around town to see if anything strikes a chord with her. I also intend to reinterview everyone who had anything to do with the first two victims.”
Tom nodded. “We have a lot of abandoned barns and buildings in the area and we’ll start a grid search to find the missing car. It’s got to be somewhere not too far away and maybe it will hold some clues. And I’ll be glad to make available anyone you want to talk to at my office.”
“I appreciate it,” Seth replied. Once again he looked at Tamara, who stared out the nearby window where the light of day had begun to turn the golden hues that occurred just before twilight.
He wished he knew her well enough to be able to guess what she was thinking, although it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that she had to be feeling lost and so alone.
Half an hour later he walked Sheriff Atkins to the door and then returned to the kitchen to find Tamara in the same spot at the table, her gaze appearing to be captured by something in Linda’s backyard.
She turned to face him as he walked over to the coffeemaker on the countertop. “Want a cup?” he asked.
“Please.”
He poured them each coffee and then once again sat across from her at the table. She cupped her hands around the mug, as if seeking the warmth from the liquid within.
Before they could say anything Samantha appeared in the doorway with her pooch in her arms. “Scooter and I are going to my friend Amy’s for a couple of hours. Don’t worry, I already checked in with Mom and she said it was fine. I’ll be home by ten.” She flew out the back door without waiting for a response.
“I feel like I’m intruding into everyone’s lives here,” Tamara said once Samantha had left the house. “You’re sleeping on a sofa instead of a bed and I’m taking advantage of your sister’s generosity.”
“Nonsense,” Seth replied. “First of all, I’ve slept on a lot of sofas in my lifetime and Linda’s is one of the most comfortable. Second, you aren’t taking advantage of anyone. You’re an invited guest in this house.”
“And a useless key to a serial killer,” she exclaimed in obvious frustration.
“Maybe a little useless now,” he agreed, “but you never know when your memory is suddenly going to return and hopefully with that you’ll know a face, remember a detail that will give us what we need.”
She raised her mug to her lips and took a drink and then set the mug back on the table. “All I remember right now is sand...sand everywhere and the scrape of a shovel.”
“The scrape of a shovel?” He looked at her in stunned surprise. She hadn’t mentioned that before. “You were aware enough to hear a shovel while you were being buried?”
“I guess so.” Her eyes went a midnight-blue. “My only memory is of sand, covering me, suffocating me and the noise of a shovel digging and scraping nearby. I couldn’t move, but I know I was conscious while I was being buried.” A shiver shook her shoulders and she stood, as if unable to sit while those horrible images swept through her mind.
Seth stood as well, wanting...needing to lighten the darkness in her eyes, steal away some of the horror that lingered there. Without thinking about right or wrong, Seth reached for her and she came willingly into his embrace.
She leaned heavily against him, the top of her head fitting neatly beneath his chin as her body continued to shiver against his. He wrapped his arms more tightly around her, as if he could somehow absorb whatever darkness flowed through her.
She didn’t cry and finally the shivering that had swept over her halted, but still she remained in his embrace as if he were her lifeline in a sea of the unknown.
And wasn’t that just what he was right now for her, he reminded himself. But she did feel good against him, her feminine curves melting into him as her arms reached around his neck.
He tried to maintain his objectivity. He tried to think of her only as a victim who needed comforting, but it was as a man he smelled the sweet fragrance of her hair, felt the press of her breasts against him, and he felt himself responding as a man. Fearing that she might notice, he released her and stepped back from her, needing some distance before he completely embarrassed himself.
As good as she felt, as much as he might want her as a man, he needed her more for what was locked inside her head. Somehow, someway, he had to crack her memories open as quickly as possible, before another body wound up buried in the sand.
They returned to the table where once again she sat and cupped the mug in front of her, her gaze not quite meeting his.
“I’m sorry I can’t help you right now,” she said softly.
She finally looked up at him and once again in her eyes he saw a haunting fear. “I want to help you, but there’s a small part of me that’s afraid of my memories. I’m afraid that if I remember who put me in the sand and why, if I remember every sensation, every moment of my time with my killer, I’ll go crazy. There’s a part of me that’s scared that by helping you, that by remembering, I’ll lose myself to complete madness.”
* * *
TODAY WAS THE DAY SHE might face the person who tried to kill her, the monster who had buried her in the sand dunes. Tamara checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror, grateful that Samantha had a generous spirit and an awesome wardrobe. Today Tamara was clad in a pair of jeans and a bright yellow T-shirt. She’d hoped that by wearing the color of beautiful sunshine some of her nerves might calm, but so far it wasn’t working.
She turned away from the mirror, knowing that Seth was waiting for her in the living room. They’d all eaten breakfast together an hour earlier, then Samantha had left with friends and Linda had gone to bed after her night of working. Now it was time to leave the safety of this house and venture out on a treasure hunt for her memories.
She reached for the bathroom doorknob to leave, but paused for just a moment, remembering the brief, but wonderful time the night before that she’d spent in Seth’s embrace.
He’d told her she’d been married, but she couldn’t remember ever feeling so safe, so secure in a man’s arms as she had last night with Seth. In fact, whenever she thought about her marriage, a knot of new anxiety formed in her stomach.
What kind of a man had she married? And why had they divorced? And why did thinking about it all make her feel so anxious and unsettled? She gave a mental shrug and left the bathroom. Until she remembered her past, there was no point in speculating about anything. All she knew about herself were the facts that Seth had managed to discover.
He rose from the sofa as she entered the living room. As always, her breath caught in her chest at the sight of him. He was so handsome, and as his gaze flicked over her from head to toe, a warmth grew inside her and she remembered how quickly he’d stepped away from her last night, but not before she’d realized he was aroused.
“Yellow is definitely your color,” he said. “You look bright and cheerful.”
“Good, then my disguise worked,” she replied drily.
“Nervous?”
She nodded. “I want my life back, the memories of who I am, but when I really think about remembering the minutes before my near death, the back of my throat closes up and I feel like I’m suffocating.”
“Trust me, there will be no suffocation in your life while I’m around.” He pulled his truck keys from his pocket. “Ready for the town tour?”
“I wish I could say I was looking forward to it.”
He frowned. “But you want to get your memories back. You need to know your past, to know who you are and what your life consisted of before all this. Without your past I’d think it would be difficult to have a future.”
“You’re right, of course,” she agreed as they stepped out the front door and into the warm June sunshine. “I just hope that when I do get my memories back I don’t discover that I was a thief or something terrible.”
He opened the passenger door for her and grinned. “Tamara, if you were something terrible we’d all know it by now. If you were a criminal, it would have come up in my background search. If you were a mean, hateful woman, your true colors would have bled through by now.”
She climbed into the truck seat and watched as he rounded the front of the vehicle to get to the driver’s side. She didn’t know what kind of evil wind had blown her into the sand dunes and to her near death, but fate was definitely smiling on her when it had been Seth who had found her.
She wasn’t sure where she’d be at this instant in time if not for Seth and his family. The fact that they’d taken a risk allowing her into their lives without knowing anything about her wasn’t lost on her.
“Just relax,” Seth said as he climbed behind the steering wheel and started the engine. “I have a feeling this is something that the harder you work at, the less success you’ll have.” He cast her another one of his killer smiles. “The sun is shining, you’re healthy and safe and best of all, you’re with me.”
A bubble of laughter escaped her at his obvious stab at mock conceit, but the laughter quickly faded. “Samantha told me yesterday while you were on the phone that you’d come here for vacation. I guess I screwed that up for you.”
“Vacations are highly overrated,” he replied easily as he backed out of the driveway. “I like my work and really had only decided to take a vacation because I wanted to spend some time with Linda and Samantha.”
“They’re wonderful. Are your parents alive?”
“No. They died in a car accident eight years ago.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, at the same time wondering when her parents had died. If she’d mourned deeply for them. The fact that after speaking with her neighbors he couldn’t even come up with the name of a friend pierced her with sadness. “Surely I had a cell phone. Can’t it be pinged or whatever to locate it?”
“If you had a cell phone it must have been a pay-as-you-go, and without a phone number we have nothing to ping,” he replied.
As he turned onto what was obviously the main drag of the small town, Tamara focused her attention out the window and tried to relax her mind.
Amber Lake was a quaint small town that displayed touches of community pride here and there. Trees had been planted in the sidewalk at regular intervals, providing shade to the shoppers who found themselves out in the heat of the day.
There were the usual stores—hardware, grocery, a discount apparel shop as well as a dress boutique—some fast-food places, a café and a fancy restaurant called the Golden Daffodil.
Yes, it was a nice, quaint little town, but nothing looked even vaguely familiar, nothing jogged a single piece of her memory.
“Nothing,” she said dispiritedly after several minutes.
“Don’t be so impatient,” he replied easily.
“I’m trying not to be, but I was hoping that something that I saw would at least spark a tiny piece of memory.” She sighed in frustration.
Seth pulled into a parking space at the south end of Main. “Why don’t we get out and take a little stroll. It’s a nice morning and maybe you’ll see something in a shop window or somebody you’ll recognize.”
“Sounds like a plan,” she agreed. Moments later they walked together down one side of Main with the intention of returning to the truck by walking on the opposite side of the street.
They walked at a leisurely pace, small-talking about the weather and Samantha and the newest member of the household as Tamara took in each store window they passed, every person who nodded and smiled as they went by.
“I’m assuming you aren’t married,” she said after they’d walked for a few minutes.
“You’ve got that right,” he replied.
“What about a significant other?”
“Nope, nobody. All I’ve had in my life for the past couple of years is work. Besides, after watching what Linda went through with her divorce from her husband, I decided for sure that I never wanted to get married.”
“Bad divorce?”
“Terrible,” he replied. “I didn’t like her husband, Mark, when they married and I liked him a hell of a lot less by the time the divorce was finalized.”
“Does he live here in town?” she asked.
“Two blocks away from Linda.” He drew a deep sigh. “As much as I find him an arrogant, controlling ass, I have to give him props for being a good father to Samantha. She spends most of her weekends at his place and she adores him.”
“That’s important. Girls need their fathers in their lives.” She frowned. “But you shouldn’t allow your sister’s experience to deter you from having a family. I’ve seen how you are with Samantha and you’d make a great dad.”
He laughed, a deep, full-bodied sound that swept pleasurable warmth through her. “It’s easy to be a favorite uncle, but I’m not so sure that I’d be good dad material, and in any case it doesn’t matter. I have no intention of ever getting married.”
“I wonder why I got divorced?” Tamara asked, although she knew he had no answer. She found it difficult to imagine herself a married lady, but then she found it impossible to know exactly what kind of a woman she’d been before Seth had dug her out of the sand.
“Hopefully you’ll know soon,” Seth replied.
Although he said it easily, Tamara felt the pressure to remember, the need to help him find the person who had already killed two women and had tried to kill her, a man who could at any moment decide to claim another victim.
“How about an early lunch?” Seth suggested when they reached the Amber Lake Café.
“Sure,” she agreed.
As they walked into the front door of the restaurant a jingle of wind chimes sounded and Tamara had a visceral sense of déjà vu.
She said nothing as she followed Seth to a booth and slid across from him. The chimes sounded familiar, like a musical echo in the very back of her brain. She didn’t want to get his hopes up, didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.
She might have heard the same kind of wind chimes in another place, she might even possess some herself in her apartment in Amarillo. A single noise wasn’t enough to indicate that at some point in the past she’d visited this particular café.
“Hey, folks,” a blonde waitress with a name tag that read Lucy greeted them, with two menus. “Can I start you off with something to drink?”
“I’d like a diet cola,” Tamara said.
“And a glass of iced tea for me,” Seth replied.
“Be back in a jiffy,” Lucy said as she left their booth.
Tamara opened her menu and made her decision, then looked at Seth as a thought occurred to her. “Since we know who I am and where I live is it possible I can access my bank account and get out some cash?”
“I don’t see how that can be done without us driving into your bank branch and somehow explaining the situation to them. You don’t have a bank card and I’m assuming you wouldn’t know your pin number. Is there something you need?”
“A loan?” she ventured. She felt the warmth of a blush fill her cheeks. “I’d like to buy some clothes for myself instead of borrowing everything from Samantha. I’d just feel better if I had a few things to call my own.”
“I should have realized how difficult it has been for you.” Seth smiled at her. “Just tell me how much you want and I’ll get it for you when we pass by the bank.”
“Maybe a hundred dollars?” she said tentatively.
“We’ll make it two hundred and if you need more than that I want you to come to me.” He leaned forward across the table, his eyes like a gray bank of calming fog. “And it’s not a loan. We’ll consider it living expenses for a material witness in a murder investigation.”
“A material witness who can’t remember anything,” Tamara said dispiritedly.
At that moment the waitress returned with their drinks and they placed their orders. “So, I guess if we’re going to small-talk over lunch we’re going to have to talk about me,” Seth said teasingly.
“Actually, I’d like that topic of conversation,” she replied lightly. “You can tell me all about your work for the FBI and about your life in Kansas City.”
“I don’t have a life in Kansas City,” he said drily, “but I love talking about my work.”
And he did. While she ate a club sandwich and he wolfed down a double cheeseburger he talked about the cases he’d worked in the past and the evil he’d seen over the years working as a profiler.
Tamara found everything about him fascinating, from what he did for a living to the way the left corner of his mouth moved upward to begin one of his sexy smiles. She found it fascinating the way his eyes went from soft dove-gray when he talked about things he cared about to a cold steel color when he spoke of things he didn’t like.
It would be easy for her to develop a little bit of a crush on FBI Special Agent Seth Hawkins, even though she knew it would also be foolish.
For all she knew there was a man somewhere in Texas worried sick about her, a man who loved her, a man she loved to distraction. But, if there was such a man, then why couldn’t she even remember him? And why wasn’t he looking for her? Surely she would have some sense of loving...of being loved.
Why when she tried to remember her former life, before the sand dunes, before Amber Lake, did a tight squeeze of anxiety grip her stomach? Had she fled her apartment in Amarillo because of something bad? Because of something sad?
She was attracted to Seth but when she looked into his eyes she not only saw a man’s attraction, but also an FBI agent’s need...the need for answers she didn’t have at this time.
As they finished up the meal she once again cast her gaze around the café. It was like a hundred cafés that the Midwest sported, homey and warm and filled with people who had grown up together, who were friends and neighbors and gathered here on a regular basis.
Hanging on the wall behind the counter was a large picture of a piece of pie with the caption Enjoy A Piece of Amber Lake Café’s Famous Caramel Pie.
Sparks shot off in her head. She remembered that sign, and she’d had a piece of that pie. Her mouth filled with the solid memory of the flaky crust, of the gooey richness of caramel.
“I’ve been here.” The words whispered out of her as she turned to stare at Seth. “I’ve eaten here before,” she exclaimed as a wave of excitement washed over her.
“Are you sure?” Seth sat up straighter in his seat, his gaze intense as it held hers.
She leaned back against her seat and once again stared at the sign advertising the pie and as she did snippets of memories snaked through her head. “A plump waitress, a chicken salad sandwich, the shadows of twilight filtering in through the front windows and a piece of caramel pie and coffee for dessert,” she said softly. “I was definitely here.”
“Twilight, that means you were probably here for dinner.” Seth’s voice brought her out of the kaleidoscope of flashing snippets of memories.
“The plump waitress was a redhead. She served me,” she replied, once again looking around the café for a flame-haired waitress. She pointed to a woman working the other side of the café. “I think that’s her.”
Seth shot out of the booth and approached the waitress. Tamara could see the energy that wafted from him, felt the energy drumming inside her own veins. Remembering eating a piece of pie wasn’t much, but it was something and gave her the hope that more would follow.
Seth returned to the booth with the waitress, who wore a name tag that read Annie. She smiled at Tamara and shoved a strand of her crimson hair behind one ear. “Sure, I remember her,” she said. “She was in for dinner Monday night and I waited on her.”
“Was she alone?” Seth asked.
“Ate alone, left alone,” the waitress replied.
“Did I mention where I was going, what I was doing here in town?” Tamara asked.
“I’ve got to be honest with you, hon. I don’t remember making any small talk with you. You ordered. I brought your food and that was it. Sorry I can’t be more helpful, and now I’ve got to get back to my customers.” With an apologetic smile she hurried back to her side of the café.
Seth sank back down in the booth, his eyes bright with hope. “This is good. This is very good. Maybe this is a sign that your memories are starting to break loose. Now we know you were here and ate dinner on Monday night and you were found at the dunes on Tuesday. This is the beginning of solving the puzzle, Tamara.” He reached across the table and took hold of her hand.
She clung tightly as she held eye contact with him. She had a feeling that if this was just the beginning, then she knew she’d probably have to go to hell and back as the rest of her memories returned.



Chapter Five
It was well before dawn when Seth sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee at his elbow and the files of the two murders in front of him. Sleep had been difficult and he’d finally decided to forget even trying to get up.
There were so many things about these cases that bothered him, starting with his number-one witness. Although no other memories had returned to Tamara for the rest of the day, he’d been pleased by the little bit of progress they’d made during lunch.
They’d finally returned home at dinnertime after having walked most of Main Street several times. By the time they’d gotten back here and eaten dinner Tamara had pled exhaustion and a headache and had gone to her room.
Seth had almost been grateful that she’d removed herself from his presence. He’d been far too aware of her all day, smelling her scent, watching the play of emotions that crossed her beautiful features. He’d fought a simmering desire for her all day long and had felt like he drew his first real deep breath when she went to her room.
He had to stop looking at her as an attractive female and instead stay focused on her as a potential victim and the best opportunity they had to catch a killer.
He took a sip of his coffee and studied the file containing everything about Rebecca Cook’s murder. There was no question that Sheriff Atkins and his team had had their work cut out for them investigating the young woman’s death. Most of the teenagers and young adults in town had been at the party at the dunes.
There were reams of pages of interviews contained in the file and Seth flipped through each one, unsurprised to find that the three young men who had been on the dunes the day Tamara had been uncovered had also been party attendees.
As he moved on to the file with notes and interviews and the official reports on Vicki Smith, two things caught his attention. The first was that Sam Clemmons, the young man who had been like a frozen statue at the scene with Tamara, had also been present when the other two women had been found at the dunes. What were the odds of him being there when three bodies were uncovered? He knew the sheriff had interrogated the boys after Tamara had been found, but he hadn’t seen the interview transcripts yet.
Vicki Smith had been a pretty, thirty-year-old brunette who had worked as a waitress at the Golden Daffodil and at the time of her death had been dating the owner of the restaurant, Henry Todd. Todd had been questioned but despite his intimate relationship with the victim the authorities had been unable to tie him to Vicki’s murder or find any kind of a connection between Todd and Rebecca.
The only thing all three victims had in common was dark hair. The first two victims had been natives of Amber Lake and so far it appeared that Tamara had simply been passing through.
What had happened to her between the hours when she’d had dinner in the café and the next day when she’d been found in the sand dunes? What horrors was her amnesia attempting to protect her from remembering?
Linda had spoken to him for a little while the night before about post-traumatic stress and all that it could entail for Tamara.
She’d even suggested it might be healthy for Tamara to meet with the professional the doctor had recommended to discuss her amnesia and whatever else she might be experiencing due to her trauma. Seth intended to ask Tamara this morning if she needed to see a counselor or somebody else, even though so far she’d declined.
In the meantime, he intended to pick apart each and every report and interview from the two murders and make a list of people he intended to reinterview personally.
There were only two official entrances to Deadman’s Dunes that provided a small parking area for the off-riders to park. On the day that Seth had arrived and gone to the dunes, he’d parked at the main entrance on the north side. The other way in was on the west side of the sand.
Rebecca’s body had been found almost directly in the center of the dunes, where the area was a flat run for riders to test their speed before hitting the hilly mounds again.
Vicki’s body had been found close to the west entrance and Tamara’s on the east side of the dunes. It didn’t matter what any of it meant to Seth. What he needed to find out was what the dunes meant to the killer.
At six-thirty, he got up from the table, grabbed some of his clothes from the hallway closet where he’d moved them from the guest room and then headed for the bathroom to get ready for the day.
Minutes later as he stood beneath the shower spray his thoughts returned to Tamara. It was strange, he knew nothing about her past, nothing about the life experiences that had made her who she was, and yet he felt as if he knew a wealth of information about her just from the hours they’d spent together.
Her political beliefs jived with his, she had a wicked sense of humor that he enjoyed and there was softness to her spirit that made him want to be strong for her.
He liked the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was nervous, how her eyes lit up just before a smile curved her lips.
They’d spent part of yesterday at the discount store where she bought a basketful of clothing and miscellaneous items to call her own. If you could tell a woman’s personality by the things she bought, then Tamara was definitely low maintenance.
Seth had paid for everything and she’d insisted that when she had access to her bank account again she would make it right with him.
He didn’t care if she ever paid him back. She hadn’t spent that much money and the pleasure that had ridden her features as she picked out things for herself had been worth every penny.
He stepped out of the shower and grabbed the awaiting towel. As he dried off he thanked the stars that he’d packed a pair of dress slacks and a short-sleeved dress shirt. Today he wasn’t going into the sheriff’s office as Seth Hawkins on vacation in jeans and a T-shirt, but rather as Special Agent Seth Hawkins, dressed for business. He’d already let Sheriff Atkins know that he meant business when he’d called him the night before to set up a meeting with Atkins’s team.
Dried and dressed, he clipped his badge onto his belt, added his shoulder holster and gun and then pulled on a lightweight jacket. He not only wanted the local law enforcement to know that he was ready to roll, but also everyone he interviewed that day that they were facing a professional.
He nearly yelped in surprise as he opened the bathroom door and almost ran over Tamara. He grabbed her shoulders to steady her and then together they headed for the kitchen where they wouldn’t disturb the others who were still sleeping.
“You’re up early,” he said, noticing that the blue-and-white blouse she wore emphasized not only the bright blue of her eyes, but also her small waist. A pair of white shorts showcased the length of her slender legs and Seth felt a slow burn begin in the pit of his stomach.
“I should be up early,” she replied as she headed for the coffeepot. “I went to bed at the crack of dusk last night.”
“Did you sleep well?”
She finished pouring herself a cup of the coffee and then turned to face him. “I’d love to tell you I tossed and turned with memories whirling all through my brain, but the truth is I slept hard and deep and without any dreams, at least none that I remember.”
She took a sip of her coffee and above the cup her gaze slid over him. “You look quite official this morning,” she observed as she lowered the cup from her mouth.
“I’m heading into Atkins’s office for the day. I’m meeting with his entire team and going to do some interviewing.”
“Do I need to be there?”
He shook his head. “Not today. Are you comfortable just hanging around here with Samantha and Linda? It’s Linda’s day off, so you won’t be alone.”
“I’ll be fine,” she assured him.
“Linda has my cell number. You’ll call me if you think of anything new?”
“You mean like the name and address of the killer?” she asked wryly. “I promise you’ll be the first to know.”
He grinned at her. “Good, and I’d like to officially invite you to dinner tonight at the Golden Daffodil.”
“Is this someplace I might have been?” she asked.
“Or where someone you might have encountered is,” he replied. He watched the apprehension that raced across her features. “But it’s not all business,” he hurriedly added. “The food is supposed to be excellent there and I’d like to have you as my dinner date.”
The apprehension on her face transformed to something pretty, something half-yearning. “I’d love to be your dinner date,” she said, her cheeks with slightly more color than normal. “What time should I be ready to go?”
“Why don’t we plan on around six-thirty.” He backed toward the kitchen door. “And now, I’ve got to get out of here and down to the sheriff’s office. I’ll check in later.”
He escaped out of the house and into the fresh early-morning air, wondering what in the world he had just done pretending he and Tamara were going out on a date tonight, wondering why the idea of being out on a date with her filled him with the same kind of wistful longing he’d momentarily seen in her eyes.
He started his truck and clenched the steering wheel with a sense of determination. For the past couple of days he’d felt more like a babysitter than an investigator. As much as he enjoyed spending time with Tamara, as much as he hoped she’d regain her memories and solve the crime for them all, they couldn’t just sit around and wait and hope that that might happen.
It was time to get to work...the tedious grunt work that usually solved crimes. They couldn’t depend on Tamara another minute. They needed to attempt to find the killer the old-fashioned way until Tamara was at a place where she could help them.
If he discovered that Atkins’s team couldn’t keep up with him, that they weren’t up to his kind of investigation, then he would contact Director Forbes and request a couple more men to form a task force. He was hoping to work well with the locals, but he wouldn’t hesitate to call in reinforcements if necessary.
As he stepped into the low, flat building that served as the sheriff’s headquarters, he smiled at the woman behind the desk at the same time that he heard Tom Atkins’s voice coming from a back room. The sheriff didn’t sound like a happy camper.
“You can go on back,” the woman said as Seth flashed his badge. “They’re all there waiting for you in the conference room...last doorway on the left.”
As Seth walked down the long corridor that led to the back of the building, he realized from the sound of things that Tom Atkins was definitely having a temper fit.
Seth opened the door to the conference room and a dozen pairs of eyes turned his way. The dozen deputies were seated in chairs at a long conference table and Atkins stood at the head of the table, his chubby face flushed with residual anger.
“Agent Hawkins,” he greeted Seth. “Please, join us.”
Seth slid into a chair next to Deputy Raymond Michaels, the man who had brought him the files the other night.
“Have you seen the morning paper?” Tom asked Seth.
Seth shook his head. Linda didn’t have the local newspaper delivered and Seth hadn’t ventured out to find one that morning. A paper was slid in front of him and he stared at the front page in irritation. The headline read: The Sandman Attempts to Bury Another. There was also a grainy picture of Tamara being lifted out of her sandy grave by Seth. He scanned the accompanying article, his irritation growing as he realized it named not only Tamara but also himself and the fact that he was in town visiting Linda. The article had been written by Jeff Armando, reporter at large.
He looked back at Tom. “It would appear there’s a mole in the room.”
“And there’s nothing I hate more than moles,” Atkins replied as he directed his gaze to his men. “And if I find out one of you talked to Jeff, then I’m going to have your hide.”
“Have you spoken to this Armando to see how he got the information?” Seth asked.
Atkins’s frown deepened. “He has a right to protect his sources and all that First Amendment crap. Now, let’s get to work, but don’t think I intend to let this news item go. I’ll get to the bottom of it one way or another. Now, reports.”
A young man with sandy-colored hair spoke up. “Deputy Aims and I spent all day yesterday checking out all the motels and anyplace that rents rooms to see if Tamara had registered anywhere to spend Monday night here in town. She wasn’t registered anywhere.”
“So, she either intended to just pass through or check into a nearby motel without a reservation,” Atkins said.
Another deputy spoke next. “Jack and I checked out all of the abandoned buildings, barns and sheds on the north side of town for the missing car. Obviously we didn’t find it. We plan on doing the south side today.”
Tom nodded and looked at Seth. “When you called me last night Tamara had remembered eating at the café. Has she remembered anything else?”
“No, but I’ve been thinking about the timeline on her particular case. We know she ate dinner at the café and then was found the next afternoon in the dunes. What we need to find out is if she was seen anywhere else in town by anyone during those hours.”
He glanced toward the sandy-haired deputy who’d reported earlier. “We know now that she didn’t register at any of the motels and we can assume that she meant to leave town after dinner. But if she was taken by somebody immediately after she ate at the café, that means somebody kept her someplace alive until he took her to the dunes the next afternoon.” Seth didn’t even want to think about what might have happened in those missing hours.
“So we need to check around and see if anyone saw Tamara after the café,” Raymond said. “Can’t we get her driver’s license photo copied to pass around?”
Atkins nodded. “Already done. I have photos up here for all of you to carry throughout this investigation.”
Seth’s admiration for Tom grew a notch. Initially when he’d met Tom on the dunes Seth had feared Tom was an ineffectual small-town putz who didn’t know his butt from his elbow, but Tom was proving Seth wrong. So far, Seth was impressed with both the sheriff and his team of deputies.
Seth listened as Tom gave his men their duties for the day and then the room cleared, leaving only Tom and Seth. The lawman moved from the head of the table to sit across from Seth.
“Surely you knew that you couldn’t keep two murders and another attempted one out of the public eye forever,” Seth said.
Tom raked a hand through his thinning hair. “Nah, I knew it would eventually all become public. But it ticks me off that it’s possible one of my men talked. The article had too much inside information for me to think anything else. It even mentions the amnesia thing.”
Seth looked down at the newspaper. “That information could have been leaked by somebody at the hospital. The photo looks like it was probably taken with a cell phone. Have you talked to the three guys who were there when she was found?”
“I did an initial interview with all of them, but I’ve got them all scheduled to come in today to talk to you. I figured you’d want to interview each of them so Ernie Simpson is going to be here at nine. Jerome Walker is coming in at noon and Sam Clemmons is scheduled for three. I’ll set up more interviews with some of my other potential suspects for tomorrow.”
Seth leaned back in his chair and frowned. “The Sandman. I hate it when the media gives the killer a moniker. Usually makes the perp feel more powerful, more important.”
“I hate everything about this case,” Tom replied.
“According to the reports I’ve read on the other cases, Rebecca Cook had only been dead four to six hours before her body was found early afternoon on the day after the party. We don’t know for sure when she went missing from the party.”
Tom nodded. “She lived with two roommates who said it wasn’t unusual for Rebecca to hook up with somebody and not come home for a night, so they didn’t think anything about it when she didn’t come home after the party.”
“And we don’t know how long Vicki Smith was missing before she was found in the dunes.” It was more a statement than a question.
Once again Tom nodded. “True. She lived by herself. She worked her shift on a Saturday night and Sunday was her day off. Nobody saw her on Sunday and her body was found Monday in the early morning. The coroner set her time of death sometime Sunday night.”
“So, it’s possible our perp kept her someplace for a while before he took her out to the dunes,” Seth said thoughtfully. “Tamara had to have been kept someplace, too, before she wound up in the dunes. We need to figure out a place where a person could keep another without anyone knowing about it. Tamara remembers hearing the scrape of a shovel in the sand. She remembers the sound of being buried alive.” Seth’s heart twisted as he thought of what she’d endured.
Tom’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Oh, God, that’s horrible. Does she remember why she didn’t fight back? Why we didn’t find any defensive wounds on any of the victims? I mean, how does a man get a woman to simply lie down in the sand and be buried?”
“I don’t know, it’s got to be a drug of some sort, like succinylcholine or something like that,” Seth replied.
“Succinylcholine?” Tom frowned.
“It’s a drug that paralyzes the muscles. The victim would remain conscious and mentally alert, but would be unable to move. The body breaks it up quickly so it wouldn’t be evident in a blood test. Unfortunately, it’s also a drug that stops the heart after several minutes, so that can’t be the method he uses. These women were paralyzed but their hearts were still beating.”
“So we need to add everyone who works at the hospital or in the medical field in town to our list of potential suspects,” Tom said, a new weariness in his voice.
“Not necessarily,” Seth replied. “Although it makes sense that the killer would have some sort of medical background. Still, you can learn about and obtain almost anything on the internet these days.”
“I just hope Tamara gets her memories back soon. Otherwise I’ve got to be honest with you, I’m not sure we’ll solve these murders before he hits again,” Tom said.
“It does appear he’s on a timeline of thirty days or so,” Seth agreed.
“And we don’t know if his miss with Tamara will make him act again soon or if we have the luxury of three weeks or so before another body shows up.”
“Hurry up, you little punk.” Deputy Raymond Michaels’s deep voice drifted in from the corridor.
“Stop pushing me,” a younger voice complained. “I’m not doing anything wrong so keep your hands off me.”
Tom stood. “It sounds like your first interview subject has arrived. You know when I interviewed the three boys from the dunes on the night Tamara was found they all were tested for any kind of trace evidence, but we found nothing unusual on any of them.”
“I know, and I hope you don’t take offense of me needing to speak to them again for my own investigation.”
“No offense taken,” Atkins replied.
Seth stood as well, ready to try to find answers that might stop a killer, the answers that might free Tamara from her amnesia and allow them both to get on with their lives.
He didn’t think about why that thought caused a vague sense of dissatisfaction to slide through him. He was an FBI agent and this was nothing more than an assignment. He wouldn’t allow Tamara to mean anything to him except as part of a case that needed to be solved.
* * *
THE GOLDEN DAFFODIL was dimly lit at a quarter to seven when Tamara and Seth walked in and were greeted by an attractive blonde working as hostess.
“Table for two?” she asked with a smooth, practiced smile. Seth nodded and she grabbed a couple of menus from beneath her desk and motioned for them to follow her.
Samantha had insisted Tamara borrow a little black dress and a pair of high-heeled sandals for the meal out and now seeing the upscale interior and the formal attire of the waiters and waitresses, Tamara was grateful that she’d dressed up. She was also conscious of some of the other diners eyeing her with interest as they made their way to the table.
Seth had come home from his day at the sheriff’s office with just enough time to quickly shower and change his clothes before leaving for dinner. They’d scarcely had a chance to talk and she was eager to hear over dinner what he might have discovered during the day.
The hostess led them to a smoke-glass-topped table that boasted a slender vase with a bright yellow daffodil in the center. “Your waitress will be here shortly,” she said as she handed them each a menu.
“You look very nice,” Seth said once they were alone.
“You clean up pretty well yourself,” Tamara replied. Seth wore a pair of black slacks and a short-sleeved gray dress shirt that made his eyes almost silver in the dim room.
That was the sum of their conversation when the waitress stepped up to their table. “Good evening,” she said with a bright smile. “My name is Kelly and I’ll be your server for the evening. Can I start you off with an appetizer?”
“No, thanks, but how about two glasses of the house wine?” Seth said with a look at Tamara for confirmation. “Red or white?”
She nodded. A glass of white wine sounded wonderful.
As the waitress left to get the wine, Tamara opened her menu, but her gaze remained on Seth. “You had a long day.”
“Definitely. Let’s get our orders in and then I’ll tell you all about it.”
Fifteen minutes later, with orders placed and wine delivered, Tamara looked at Seth expectantly. “Let’s talk about your day first,” he said. “I need to take a few minutes to decompress before I tell you about mine.”
She took a sip of the wine and then set the elegant glass back on the table. “I had a fairly quiet day. Linda and I had a nice lunch together and then she showed me some of the photos in your family album. You were a cute kid. I played with Scooter and Samantha for a lot of the day. Your niece is a sweetheart and that puppy is just too sweet for words. The only real excitement that happened all day was when Steven Bradley stopped by.”
Seth frowned. “Steven Bradley?”
“You remember, the young guy in charge of all things animal in Amber Lake,” she replied with a grin. “He said he just wanted to check in to see how Scooter was adjusting to his new home, but I have a feeling he might have a bit of a crush on your niece.”
Seth’s frown deepened. “He’s got to be in his mid-twenties. He’d better not have a crush on Samantha.”
Tamara smiled at his instant protectiveness. “I don’t think you have to worry, Samantha definitely isn’t interested. If she were, then you’d have cause to be concerned. Anyway, he was only there a few minutes. He played with Scooter, asked Samantha about his appetite and some other doggy questions and then left.”
“Did you see the paper this morning?” he asked.
“I saw it, not my best angle.” She shot a quick glance around the restaurant and then looked back at Seth. “I think probably most of the people in here saw the morning paper. I feel a bit like I’m on display.”
Seth’s jawline clenched. “Yeah, Tom wasn’t happy with all the information that was in the article. He thinks there’s a leak in his department.”
“From what I read, I’d say he’s right.” It had been strange that morning when Linda’s neighbor had brought the morning paper by. Seeing the photo of herself, being the front-page story had been unsettling.
“The Sandman.” She shook her head. “The monster now has a name. Unfortunately the biggest thing that happened today was what didn’t happen...no more memories resurfaced.”
“If I had my way you’d never have to remember what happened to you,” Seth said softly. “We’d solve this crime without you, you’d get all your memories back except the horrible ones and life would go on. And you’d never have to think about the sand or Deadman’s Dunes or Amber Lake again.”
Her heart squeezed at his words and for a moment she couldn’t speak around the lump that formed in her throat. There was such a wealth of caring in the sentiment he’d just voiced and it shot straight to the hollowness in her heart.
“Thanks,” she finally managed to say, “but I doubt if it’s going to work that way unless you got a bunch of clues during the day today.” She could tell by the expression on his face that it probably hadn’t been a productive day, but before he could reply their meals arrived, delivered by a handsome, dark-haired man who introduced himself as Henry Todd, the owner of the restaurant.
“I couldn’t help but recognize you,” he said to Tamara as he set her plate before her. “I just wanted to personally come out and tell you how sorry I am for all that you’ve been through. Our town obviously hasn’t been nice to you.” Tamara fought the urge to squirm beneath his intense gaze.
He stood too close, invading her personal space and she was grateful when he finally stepped away from her side and turned his attention to Seth. “And I understand I have an appointment with you tomorrow morning at ten to discuss some things.”
“That’s correct,” Seth replied and Tamara noticed that his eyes were slightly narrowed and the color of hard flint. “But in the meantime we’re both starving and I’ve heard the food here is amazing.”
Henry smiled in obvious pleasure. “I personally oversee the menu and everything that leaves my kitchen. This might be a small town, but everyone deserves the best that food has to offer.” He took another step back. “And now, please enjoy. Your meal is on me tonight.”
“That’s not necessary,” Seth replied coolly.
Henry smiled at Tamara. “For the beautiful lady, I insist.”
Tamara watched as he sauntered back toward the kitchen, pausing long enough to stop and put his arm around their waitress and say something to her before disappearing into the kitchen.
She felt Seth’s gaze on her and turned to look at him. “He’s a real smarmy charmer,” she said drily. “I wonder if he makes all the women he’s around feel like they need to shower off?”
“Not your type?” he asked as he picked up his fork and knife to cut into the steak on his plate.
“I like my men with a little less swagger and a lot more substance.”
He raised a dark eyebrow. “You could tell that he’s arrogant and superficial just by that brief meeting with him?”
Tamara picked up her own fork and knife to begin damage on the beef fillet in front of her. “Must be a woman thing,” she replied. “He reminds me of my ex-husband, Jason.”
Her utensils clattered to the table as she stared at Seth. “Oh, my God, Seth, I remember Jason.” She paused a moment, allowing her mind free rein. “I remember bits and pieces of my marriage.”
She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes as memories assaulted her, flashing in her mind so fast, so furiously she felt ill.
* * *
THE SANDMAN. HE LIKED the name they’d given him. It sounded mysterious and, in this case, crazy scary. It sounded like the stuff of nightmares for children, but there were no kids in the town of Amber Lake who needed to fear him. In fact, he liked kids, unlike his old man who had hated kids...hated him.
He could still hear the sound of his father’s boots on the front steps when he got home from work. He could tell by the weight of those footsteps against the wood if it was going to be a good night or a bad one...and most nights were bad.
Any small infraction of one of his father’s endless household rules resulted in a beating. It was rare they completed a meal without his father backhanding him for one thing or another.
It was funny, when he’d finally grown up and left his mother and father’s house, he’d realized he hated his father, but he hated his mother far more.
Mothers were supposed to love and protect their children, and she’d done nothing to protect him. She’d turned a blind eye to the abuse, leaving him to feel afraid and powerless in a volatile childhood.
But now he had all the power. He was the Sandman and nobody could touch him. When he’d first seen Rebecca Cook, he’d recognized his destiny. There had been something about her that had reminded him of his mother when he’d been young and the rage that he’d fought against for most of his life had finally reached maturity.
Rebecca had been his first and Vicki Smith had been his second. He hadn’t known the name of the dark-haired beauty he’d encountered at the rest stop just outside Amber Lake, but he’d known the moment he’d seen her that she would be his third.
He should have taken her right to the dunes that night, but he hadn’t. He’d waited until midafternoon to take care of her and it had been his first mistake...one he wouldn’t make again.
That mistake had allowed her to live. Tamara Jennings. He hadn’t known her name when he’d buried her in the sand, but he knew it now. He also knew she had amnesia. It was an interesting dilemma...he couldn’t be sure what she saw or heard during her time with him, couldn’t know for certain if she could identify him or not.
It really didn’t matter. He intended to rebury her as soon as the opportunity presented itself to him. He didn’t want to give her time to remember. She had been his chosen third victim, the woman with dark hair and something special that had ignited memories of his mother.
Yes, she was his chosen one and nothing had happened since then to change his mind.



Chapter Six
“This is a good thing, right?” Tamara asked as she picked up her fork and knife once again. “Each time I remember something I put another piece in the puzzle and eventually I’ll have all the pieces back.”
Her eyes shone bright and while Seth wanted to share in her excitement he couldn’t help but be afraid for her, afraid that when she had all the pieces she’d never find her smile again, she’d never get over the trauma of whatever had happened to her in those missing hours, might never recover from the fright of being inside the dunes.
He was ambivalent about her getting her memories back. He wanted her to retrieve any information that might help him get a killer behind bars, but he was also aware of the fact that once she had the puzzle of her past back together, it would be time for her to return to her life, and he was surprised to discover that he wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her yet.
“Seth?” She looked at him expectantly and he realized he hadn’t replied to her.
“Yeah, I guess it’s good that your memories are coming back to you,” he agreed as he sliced into the steak in front of him. “So, you remember your ex-husband and your marriage?” He wasn’t sure why but he was intrigued to know what kind of a man she’d married and why that marriage hadn’t worked.
“I do.” She reached for the salt and pepper and topped her baked potato with both. “Jason Jennings, hotshot real-estate investor and womanizer extraordinaire.”
“Is that why the marriage broke up? He was a cheater?” Seth asked. He couldn’t imagine a man stupid enough to cheat on a woman like Tamara.
“That, among other things,” she replied. “Jason and I were an ill-fated match from the beginning. He loved people and parties and I preferred quiet nights at home. He liked flashy cars and big houses and I didn’t care about those kinds of things. I just wanted a couple of kids and a loving husband. We were married about a year when I realized he also liked other women.”
She took a sip of her wine and then frowned. “That’s all I remember,” she said curtly, but her eyes had gone the dark blue of unpleasant thoughts, memories she apparently wasn’t ready to share with him or hadn’t yet fully accessed.
“To be honest, the divorce was a relief for both of us and we parted ways as friends,” she finally continued. “It’s funny, I can remember my marriage and my brief life with Jason, but I can’t remember what finally broke us apart for good or what my mother and father looked like. I don’t know what my apartment looks like or why I left it to come here.”
“It will all fall into place,” Seth replied in an attempt to calm her. “And if it doesn’t, there’s always that therapist you can see.”
She shook her head. “I’m not ready for that yet. My memories are coming back on their own. I don’t think it will be long before I’ll have them all.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of Deputy Raymond Michaels and a thin, nervous-looking woman at his side. “Agent Hawkins, Ms. Jennings,” he greeted them with a smile. “I see you two have found the best place to eat in the area.” He threw an arm around the brunette next to him. “This is my wife, Sue. We’re here celebrating our fifth anniversary.”
“Congratulations,” Tamara and Seth said at the same time.
Michaels squeezed his wife close to his side. “Thanks. Enjoy the great food and I’ll see you in the morning at the office,” he said to Seth.
Seth watched the two of them as they left to follow the hostess to their table. “You don’t like him,” Tamara said.
He looked at her in surprise. “What makes you think that?”
“Your eyes have gone flat and I can feel some tension coming from you.”
He grinned at her. “You’d make a good cop.”
She returned his smile. “No, I’ve just been hanging around you long enough to recognize some of the subtle signals you give off. Why don’t you like him?”
“I interviewed the three kids that were on the dunes with me when you were found today and all three of them complained about Michaels being a bully.” Seth found it disconcerting and not in an unpleasant way that she’d been able to read him so well. “He just strikes me as the type of man who swaggers around town during the day and then goes home and beats his wife and kicks the dog to pass the evening.”
Tamara flashed a glance at the couple. “She looks like a woman who either doesn’t have a voice or is afraid to find one.”
“I’d bet on the latter.”
She reached for a piece of the fresh-baked bread and slathered it with butter. “Did the guys you talked to today give you any information you didn’t already have?”
“Nothing about the crime but a little bit about their personal lives. Jerome Walker seemed like a nice kid from a good family. He’s home for the summer from college and wants to graduate with a business degree. Ernie Simpson works at the hardware store and, although he didn’t mention it, Tom told me Ernie’s father is the town drunk.”
“And the other young man?”
“Sam Clemmons.” Seth frowned as he thought of Sam. “Hates his parents, lives by himself in a shanty he rents at the edge of town. His whole life seems to be riding the dunes.”
He’d found Sam hard to read, with a touch of a temper when pushed hard. “Sam has been at the scene each time a woman has been discovered.”
Tamara’s eyes widened. “So, is he a suspect in the murders?”
“I’m calling him a person of interest at this point.” She had such beautiful eyes. If he looked into their blue depths for too long he wanted to fall into them. He wondered what they’d look like darkened with passion or lazy with sexual contentment.
He grabbed a piece of the bread, irritated by his wayward thoughts. “Anyway,” he continued, “tomorrow I’m interviewing Henry Todd, who was dating Vicki Smith at the time of her murder and a couple of the kids that were at the party with Rebecca Cook before her death.”
Tamara leaned back and gazed at him thoughtfully. “It must be rough to work all day dealing with the darkness of murder and then go home where there’s nobody to talk to, nobody to share your day with.”
“Most of the women I’ve dated in the past don’t want to hear about my day at work,” he replied.
“Then you’re dating the wrong kind of woman,” she replied. “I find it all fascinating.”
He held her gaze and for a long moment, their mutual attraction was palpable in the air. Her words forced him to think about those nights alone in his apartment, when he’d wished for somebody to talk to, somebody who might partner him through life.
Something about Tamara made him think about having a soft place to fall at the end of a long, difficult day and no other woman had ever made him think of such a thing before.
Thankfully after dinner as they lingered over coffee their conversation was light and easy with topics like the summer heat ahead and the antics of the adorable puppy, Scooter.
It was almost ten o’clock by the time they got back to Linda’s place. A note on the table indicated that Linda had already gone to bed and Samantha was spending the night with a girlfriend.
The house was quiet and even though it was officially the end of the evening, Seth was reluctant to tell Tamara good night.
“One final nightcap?” he asked as he wondered how he managed to be standing so close to her.
He heard the hum of the refrigerator just behind him and smelled the floral scent of her perfume, felt the heat of her body radiating toward him as if to seduce him even closer.
“I don’t think so. It’s been a long day,” she replied, but she didn’t step back from him or make a move to go to her bedroom. “Thank you for the lovely meal and the company.”
“I enjoy your company,” he replied. He probably should be telling her that it had been all business, that he’d wanted her seen around town and that he’d wanted to get an initial impression of Henry Todd. He should not be telling her that he liked being with her for no other reason than she was who she was.
“Do you think the killer saw me tonight?” she asked, as if catching part of the wavelength of his thoughts. She took a step closer to him. He didn’t know if it was because the thought made her afraid or if it was because she felt the simmering tension in the air, a tension he didn’t want to feel but seemed unable to control.
“I don’t know...maybe,” he replied. Anything else he might have said stuck in his throat as she took another step closer to him.
“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Seth.” She moved close enough to him that her body was mere inches from his. Her cheeks grew slightly pink as she continued to look up at him. “I know it’s probably not a good idea, but I want to kiss you...I really need you to kiss me.”
“It’s definitely not a good idea,” he replied even as he reached to bring her body tight against his. She melted into him, all warm curves and fragrant softness. “In fact, it’s probably the worst thing we could do,” he said as his lips touched hers. With that simple touch, he knew he was in trouble.
She leaned into him and reached up to wrap her arms around his neck as she opened her mouth to him. As he followed her lead and swirled his tongue against hers, igniting a new fire of desire inside him, he knew he was taking advantage of her, of her vulnerable state, but at the moment he couldn’t summon the strength to stop.
Instead he reached up and tangled his hand in her long silky hair and momentarily lost himself in the sweet pleasure of the heat of her mouth, the overwhelming presence of her so intimately against him.
He wanted nothing more than to carry her into the guest bedroom and make love to her. He wanted to see her naked against the sheets, wanted to move his own naked body against hers, into hers.
And that would be a huge mistake. This was a huge mistake. Although he didn’t want it to stop, reluctantly he broke the kiss and stepped back from her, his heart beating more quickly than it should.
She stared up at him, her eyes slightly glazed and midnight-blue. Just by looking at her his desire heightened and his resolve to stop anything else that might transpire between them wavered.
She reached a hand up and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear and he couldn’t help but notice that her hand trembled. She wanted him. And he wanted her. And the situation they found themselves in couldn’t be far more removed from real life.
“I’m not going to lie to you, Tamara.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, as if afraid of what they might do if left to their own volition. “I find you ridiculously attractive and there’s nothing I’d like better than to take you to bed and make love to you all night long. But it wouldn’t be fair to either of us. When this is all over we both have lives to return to. I don’t want to see either one of us get hurt.”
“Logically I agree,” she said and her voice held a huskiness of barely suppressed emotions. “But emotionally and physically I want you, Seth.”
Although it was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done, he stepped toward her, kissed her on the forehead and grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around to face the direction of the hallway.
“Go to bed, Tamara. I think that’s the best thing for both of us, to go to bed alone and get a good night’s sleep.”
She looked back at him one last time, her beautiful eyes filled with the longing that he felt deep in his soul. He kept his features set and stern, refusing to give in to her, in to his own base needs.
“Good night, Tamara.”
She released a small sigh of obvious dissatisfaction.
“Good night, Seth.” As he released his hold on her shoulders, she walked down the hallway toward the guest bedroom.
She paused at the door and gazed back at him one last time and he fought the need to sprint down the hallway to her door. Instead he turned his back and walked to the hall closet where the top shelf held the sheet and pillow he’d been using to sleep on the sofa.
By the time he’d gotten his bed linens, she was gone and her bedroom door was closed. He was grateful for he knew another minute of seeing her in that clingy little black dress, another moment of thinking about the lush warm welcome of her lips against his and he’d lose all resolve to be smart.
Within minutes he was on the sofa, his gun within reach on the coffee table and his thoughts a mass of chaos that let him know sleep would be a long time coming.
Trying to keep his thoughts away from Tamara, he focused on the three guys he’d interviewed that day. They were just kids, trying to find their way through life, but that didn’t mean that one of them wasn’t a killer. Although he’d told Tamara that Sam was simply a person of interest, the truth of the matter was that all three of the kids were at the top of the suspect list and had been since the moment Tamara had been found.
Whoever the perp was, it was obvious, at least at this point in the investigation, that the only connection between the victims was the dark color of their hair, which probably meant he was playing out some sort of rage against a dark-haired woman who had negatively impacted his life.
It could be a mother, a sister or an ex-girlfriend. It could be a childhood friend or a woman who’d snubbed him in a way he found offensive. There was just no way of knowing at this point in the investigation.
He closed his eyes and tried to stay focused on the crimes, but his mind filled with the way Tamara’s eyes had sparkled in the dim light of the restaurant, of how easy and natural it had felt for the two of them to be out dining together.
It felt easy whenever they were together. Despite the fact that she had few memories of her past, they never ran out of conversation and he felt as if he could tell her almost anything and it would be all right.
Was that the way it had been with Linda and Mark when they’d first met? Had they felt a leap in their pulse each time they saw each other? Had they wondered what the other was thinking, feeling when they weren’t together?
How could a couple who had appeared so in love when they’d wedded come to hate each other so much in the ten years of their marriage?
Seth had seen too many divorces in his lifetime to believe that there was such a thing as lasting love. In any case, even if he did change his mind, Tamara was the wrong woman at the wrong time.
He drifted off to sleep and dreamed of the dunes. They rose up in a moonlight setting like an alien world he didn’t know. He wasn’t on his dirt bike but rather was walking.
Ahead he saw Tamara lying in the sand while a dark figure shoveled sand over her prone body.
She yelled his name, her voice filled with terror and he tried to run faster but the earth beneath him was suddenly like quicksand, sucking him down with each step.
He jerked awake, heart pounding with adrenaline, assuming it had been his own cry of fearful frustration that had pulled him from the nightmare.
Then Tamara screamed.
Seth grabbed his gun and raced down the hallway. He opened her door and flipped the light at the same time. He took in the scene in an instant...the missing screen, the opened window and Tamara in the bed.
“At the window,” Tamara managed to stutter. She clutched the sheet up tightly around her neck, as if the cotton was some magical material that could protect her from harm.
“Go to the living room,” he said curtly and then turned and bumped into Linda in the hallway. “Get her to the living room and stay there.”
He didn’t wait for an answer, but stalked toward the front door, hoping he wasn’t too late to find whoever had attempted to get into Tamara’s bedroom.
The night air was warm and humid, the grass beneath his bare feet damp with dew. He headed toward the back of the house instinctively knowing the perp would have run back that way rather than toward the street where there was more light.
Linda’s backyard wasn’t fenced, nor were her neighbors’, giving Seth a half a dozen options for pursuit. He jogged to the edge of the property and then stopped, listening to see if he heard the sound of running feet, sensed a presence hiding nearby.
Nothing.
As he gazed in all directions with narrowed eyes he figured the perp was long gone, having made tracks when Tamara had screamed.
God, that scream, coupled with his nightmare, still had the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. He stood as still as a statue for several long minutes, then believing the danger passed, he walked back to the window to check out the damage. He stayed far enough away that he wouldn’t be contaminating any evidence.
The screen was on the ground and the window was wide open. If Tamara had slept another minute longer the person would have been in the room and on top of her. It would have been easy for her to be overwhelmed, perhaps drugged and then dragged out the window and into the night.
Dammit. He cursed himself soundlessly. He’d been so stupid. With all the news in the media about the murders and her amnesia, with him parading her all around town, of course the killer had known exactly where to come to find her.
And it wasn’t just Tamara he’d put at risk with his own thoughtlessness, but also Linda and Samantha as well, both brunettes and both potentially fitting the killer’s profile.
He’d put everybody he cared about at risk by not anticipating that the killer would return for Tamara. Because nothing had happened so far he’d thought maybe the killer’s focus had moved to somebody else, but this was proof he apparently had somebody in the house in his sights.
This had been a tragedy averted, but things had to change and they had to change immediately. The first thing he needed to do was check on Tamara and make sure she was okay. The second thing he wanted to do was call Tom and get somebody over here to dust the window for fingerprints or any evidence that might have been left behind.
He only hoped this near-miss might actually yield some clues.
* * *
THE FIRST THING TAMARA thought when Seth walked into the front door was that he looked lethal and hot in a pair of boxers with every muscle tensed and his gun in his hand.
“You both okay?” he asked, his gaze going to Linda and then to Tamara, who sat side by side on the sofa.
“Just shaken up a little,” Tamara admitted. “Thank God I woke up when I did.” She fought a shiver as she thought of that moment when she’d suddenly awakened and seen the dark shadow of a man at the window.
Seth walked over to the coffee table and picked up his cell phone. Tamara and Linda sat silently while he made a call to Sheriff Atkins.
“I guess you didn’t see him outside,” Tamara said.
“I didn’t even know which direction to give chase,” he replied. “You two stay here and don’t open the door for anyone but Tom and I’m going to get dressed and head back to the bedroom to check out the window.”
As he disappeared down the hallway, the shiver Tamara had tried to control swept over her. Linda leaned over and patted her hand. “How about a cup of hot tea? Maybe that would take away some of the chill.”
Tamara nodded absently. Her thoughts were scattered. She knew she should be scared to death...and she was, but she also felt as if she was still trapped in a bad dream where nothing seemed quite real. There was a faint numbness that had swept over her through the past couple of minutes, a numbness that kept her from screaming once again in terror.
Seth returned to the living room, this time wearing a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He frowned with concern at her. “Are you sure you’re okay? He didn’t hurt you in any way, did he?”
She shook her head. “He didn’t even get inside the room. I don’t know what woke me up, but I opened my eyes and he was there at the window and I just screamed.”
At that moment a knock on the door indicated the arrival of the local law. Seth opened the door to admit both Sheriff Atkins and Raymond Michaels. As he led them back into the bedroom, Linda urged her to join her at the kitchen table for a cup of hot tea.
“You need anything else?” Linda asked sympathetically as Tamara sat across from her at the table and cupped her hands around the warmth of the mug. “You look a little shell-shocked.”
Tamara forced a smile and glanced at the clock on the wall. It was just a few minutes after two. “Don’t you feel a little of the same? I’m sure the last thing you expected was for some man to try to break into your house in the middle of the night. I think the best thing for me to do is head back to Amarillo first thing in the morning.”
“Let’s wait and see what Seth and the sheriff have in mind,” Linda said, appearing unruffled by the middle-of-the-night chaos. “It’s never any good to make decisions in the heat of the moment.”
Tamara sipped her coffee, her thoughts scattered in every direction. Somebody had tried to get to her through the window. Seth had kissed her and thoughts of her previous marriage brought with them a sense of anxiety that made no sense. The kiss and the odd feeling concerning her marriage had kept her awake for a long time after she’d gone to bed.
It was easy to figure out why the kiss had kept her awake. Seth’s lips against hers had fired a heat inside her that, despite her amnesia, she was certain she’d never felt before.
She knew he was right, that the two of them making love would only complicate what was already a muddled situation, but she’d so desperately wanted to be in his arms, to feel the warmth of his nakedness against her own. She’d wanted to leave this place with a single memory of making love to Seth to take with her back home.
She frowned and took a sip of the hot tea, knowing that her mind was focusing on Seth and what might have happened between them rather than what had just happened...somebody had tried to get to her, probably the same somebody who had already once buried her in the dunes.
The Sandman. It didn’t take a brilliant scientist to make an educated guess that the person who had tried to get into the house was the serial killer, and that his goal was to finish the job he’d started.
Even the warmth of the tea couldn’t stanch the shiver of horror that shuddered through her, a horror that eased somewhat as Seth came back into the room, followed by Tom and Raymond.
“Whoever it was must have worn gloves,” Tom said. “Raymond here dusted the sill and screen and couldn’t find any prints. You were lucky you woke up when you did. Another minute or two and he would have been on the bed with you.”
Tamara nodded, tuning out of the conversation as she felt the back of her throat close up and a tight pressure against her chest.
As the three lawmen moved into the living room, their voices became white noise as the scrape of a shovel against the sand filled her head. If she hadn’t awakened...the words thundered in her brain. If she hadn’t awakened when she did it was possible that by now she’d be buried in the dunes, without anyone knowing she’d been carried out of the house in the darkness of the night.
Hollowly she gazed at Linda. She’d brought danger to Linda’s home. She’d brought danger far too close to a woman and her daughter, both of whom had been kind to her.
She needed to go. It didn’t matter that she didn’t have her memories back. She needed to return to the life she didn’t remember and try to pick up the pieces. She had to do that in order to protect the people she had come to care about so very much.
* * *
SETH RETURNED TO THE KITCHEN alone and sat in the chair between his sister and Tamara. He reached for each of their hands and Tamara held on tight, feeling as if he was once again pulling her from the suffocating weight of a sand dune.
“So, we need to make some changes,” he said, his voice calm in contrast to the utter chaos in Tamara’s head. He turned and looked at his sister, his eyes gunmetal-gray. “We can’t remain here and put you and Samantha in danger.” He frowned, as if assessing the options.
“Actually, I have an idea of my own,” Linda said. “Next week Samantha had planned on staying with her dad for a couple of weeks. She does that every summer. I can talk to Mark tomorrow and I’m sure she can move right in over there. As far as I’m concerned I’ve got a friend in Oklahoma City who has been nagging me for the past six months since her husband passed away to come and stay with her for a while. I’ve got plenty of vacation time coming and I can be on the road first thing in the morning. Then the two of you can stay here and get things figured out.”
Tamara pulled her hand out of Seth’s grip. “Absolutely not. I can’t let you be chased out of your house because of me,” she protested. She wanted to weep, she felt so helpless and out of control.
“I’m not being chased out by you or anyone else,” Linda protested. “I’m making a choice.” She looked from Tamara to her brother. “It’s the logical thing to do. Besides, if you move someplace else he’ll just end up finding you again. At least you know the layout here. Seth knows how best to protect you in this house rather than someplace else in town.”
Seth rubbed a hand across his forehead as if fighting back a headache. His frown was so deep it tugged his dark eyebrows close together as he gazed first at his sister and then back at Tamara. For the first time since she’d known him, he seemed to be at a loss for words.
“I should go home,” Tamara whispered faintly, although she had the feeling that somebody or something bad awaited her there, as well.
“That’s not the answer. Amarillo is the last place you need to be,” Seth replied gruffly. “At least here you have me and the sheriff working on things. In Amarillo you’d be all alone until you get your memories back.”
He looked back at Linda. “You can make all this happen tomorrow?”
She nodded with a certain resolve. “Without any problems at all.”
“I just want you and Samantha someplace safe and Tamara and I will stay at the house. He knows she’s here and I have a feeling he’ll come back for her. I’d rather that happened where we can have some control and we can do that here.”
Linda nodded and got up from the table. “I’ll make the arrangements and Samantha and I will be out of here by noon tomorrow. And now that the excitement is all over, I’m going back to bed.” With a tired wave of her hand, she headed out of the kitchen.
Tamara watched her go. Things were spinning out of control and she didn’t know what to do about it. She hated the fact that she was forcing two people out of their home because she’d somehow had a run-in with a crazy killer.
“Maybe it was just a normal attempt at a home burglary,” she said hopefully. “I mean, under normal circumstances that guest bedroom would be empty. Maybe some robber assumed it was empty and just decided to break in tonight.”
Seth shook his head. “No, it was definitely him.”
“How can you be sure?”
Seth hesitated a long moment, long enough for a knot of anxiety to twist tighter and tighter in her chest. “I can be sure because next to the window on the ground he left a miniature sand dune.” He raked a hand through his hair. “If he’d been successful and I’d awakened tomorrow morning and found you gone, he wanted everyone to know for sure what had happened to you, who had taken you.”
“The Sandman,” she whispered. A new shiver of horror fluttered through her as she considered the fact that the next time he tried to get to her, he might succeed.
* * *
HE WANTED TO WEEP. He’d been close...so achingly close to her. Just a few more steps, a quick stab of a needle that would almost instantly render her helpless and then all he’d had to do was carry her out the window and get away.
He’d been so proud of the whole plan, so certain that they would never assume he’d be bold enough to attack there, right beneath an FBI agent’s nose.
And he’d almost succeeded. If the bitch had just stayed asleep another two minutes he would have had her incapacitated and carried her away to the dunes...where she belonged.
It wasn’t over, not by a long shot. So far he’d had two false starts, but he knew the old saying...third time was a charm.



Chapter Seven
The remainder of the night passed with Seth on high alert. He insisted Tamara move into Samantha’s bedroom for the rest of the night and then he had half dozed in a chair in the living room, unable to completely relinquish himself to sleep as he thought about the days to come.
The mound of sand he’d found outside the window told him two things...that the killer had embraced the name the newspaper had given him, and that he was getting bolder. That could either work for them or against them in capturing him.
By the time morning came Seth made a pot of coffee to go along with his exhaustion. He definitely needed a major caffeine boost in order to do his interviews that day. And whatever he did, wherever he went, Tamara would go with him. There was no other option.
The coffee had just finished dripping into the carafe when Linda came into the kitchen and sat at the table. With her hair bed-messed, without makeup and clad in a pair of hot pink pajamas she looked ten years younger.
“You know, you don’t have to do this,” he said as he placed a cup of coffee in front of her. “I can pack up Tamara and take her to the local motel until the investigation is finished.”
Linda shook her head. “She’s been through enough. I don’t think it would be good for her to be moved someplace else at this time in her recovery. Besides, I’ve just wanted somebody to give me a reason to take some time off and visit Helen, and Samantha bunking in at her dad’s place is no big deal. I think they have a camping trip planned in the next week or so. She and Scooter will be fine and so will I.”
A wealth of affection rose up inside Seth for his sister. “You’re the best, sis.” He grabbed his coffee and joined her at the table.
She took a sip and eyed him over the rim of the cup. “I see the way she looks at you, Seth,” she said as she set the cup back down on the table. “And I see the way you look at her.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked into his cup, unable to meet her gaze.
“Yeah, right,” she replied drily. “You know how much I’d love for you to find a woman and fall in love and build a family, but you need to take care in this case. She doesn’t know where she belongs, and for all we know there is a special somebody waiting for her return. I don’t want to see her get hurt, but more important I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“Don’t worry about me. I just want to catch this freak, get him under arrest and then return to my life in Kansas City,” Seth said.
Linda raised an eyebrow. “What life?”
Seth laughed humorlessly, knowing his sister believed he had no life except his work, which, of course, was true.
“I’m just telling you to tread softly. The attraction between the two of you is palpable, but you need to remember the circumstances of why she’s here now and she’ll be gone soon.”
“Duly noted,” he replied. Despite the kiss from the night before, a kiss that had rocked his world, he had no intention of taking things any further with Tamara.
By nine o’clock, Linda had taken off to drive to Oklahoma City to visit with her friend, Samantha had come by and packed two enormous suitcases for her time with her father and Seth had boarded up the window in the guest room with plywood he’d found in Linda’s garage. Then he and Tamara were on their way to the sheriff’s office.
“There’s a break room in the back and you can hang out in there while I conduct my interviews,” Seth explained. “We’ll get somebody to run out and get you some magazines to read and there’s a television in there, so you shouldn’t be too bored.”
“I’ll be fine,” she replied. “Although I probably would have been fine staying at home. If this creep lives up to his name, then the nighttime will be his playtime. The Sandman doesn’t visit people during the daylight hours.”
“I thought the Sandman was only supposed to sprinkle good dreams into the heads of sleeping children.” Seth pulled up in front of the office, shut off the engine and turned to look at her.
“Apparently not this Sandman,” she replied. Despite the short night she looked lovely with her long hair pulled back and clasped at the nape of her neck. She wore a pair of jeans and a white blouse with blue trim that complemented the color of her eyes.
“Apparently not,” he agreed. “And whether we like it or not, he is focused on you, so there’s no way I want you alone anywhere for now.”
They both got out of his truck. The late-June heat was already hot on his shoulders and Seth had a feeling things were going to get even hotter for the people he intended to interview.
He needed to get this job done and the sooner the better because Linda was right, Tamara was getting to him, and the end result of anything that might happen between them was that somebody was going to wind up being hurt.
After seeing Tamara settled in the small lounge in the back of the building, Seth sat in the interrogation room with Tom. The short night showed on the sheriff’s features. Tired lines raced down the sides of his face and Seth had a feeling he had the same kind of stress lines on his own.
“Henry Todd will be here in just a few minutes to talk to you and this afternoon I’ve got Casey Minter coming in. She was friendly with Vicki and although she wouldn’t tell me much, I’m hoping she’ll be more open with you.”
“Why didn’t she open up to you?” Seth asked curiously.
“Probably because I’ve arrested her father a dozen times for public intoxication. I’m not exactly a favorite around the Minter household.”
“I met Henry Todd last night. Tamara and I ate at the Golden Daffodil and he came out and introduced himself to us,” Seth said.
“Quite the Dapper Dan, isn’t he?”
Seth smiled. “I believe Tamara mentioned the word smarmy after meeting him.”
Tom’s grin lasted only a moment. “After last night have you made alternate plans for where Tamara is going to stay?”
“No, she and I are remaining at the house, but I sent Linda and Samantha away for the next week or so.”
Tom studied him for long moment. “You’re hoping he’ll attempt to take her from the house again?”
“Heck, I’m hoping I’ll have the bastard’s name by the end of the day,” Seth retorted.
Tom stood. “I’ll see to it that Tamara has whatever she needs so that you can focus on these interviews. I don’t need to tell you how badly I want this guy in my jail.”
“Trust me, I want him there just as badly,” Seth replied.
As Tom left the room, Seth opened the file he’d brought in with him for the day of interviewing. Inside were not only copies of the original interviews, but notes that Seth had made as to what new questions he wanted answered.
As he waited for Henry to arrive, he couldn’t help but think about Tamara and the kiss they had shared the night before. He’d wanted to take things further. He’d wanted to scoop her up in his arms and carry her to the bedroom and make love to her.
Thank God he hadn’t followed through on his desire. His conversation with Linda that morning had confirmed his own beliefs, that getting that close to Tamara would be a big mistake for both of them.
He shoved thoughts of her away as Henry Todd was led by Raymond Michaels into the interrogation room. Seth stood and gestured the handsome man into the chair opposite him at the table. Coffee was offered and declined, small talk made to break the ice and then Seth got down to business.
“From the notes I’ve read I understand that you and Vicki Smith were something of an item before her murder,” Seth said.
Henry smiled with a touch of condescension. “Vicki wanted us to be an item, but I just dated her a couple of times and that was it. Our relationship was only a big deal in her mind. There was no real relationship. Besides, I made it clear to her that we were done almost a month before she died.”
“I’m guessing she wasn’t happy to hear that?” Seth asked.
“To be honest, she was a real pain after that. She still worked at the restaurant, but she bad-mouthed me to all my staff and I think she keyed my car, although I never had any way to prove it. I’m telling you all this because you’re probably going to hear it anyway, but I didn’t have anything to do with her murder.” He gave Seth a charming grin. “Besides, you know what sand would do to a pair of expensive Italian loafers?”
Seth wasn’t amused. The conversation lasted another thirty minutes, with Seth leaning on him hard, trying to break a weak alibi and fluster Henry enough to make a mistake and say something telling. But the restaurateur remained calm and collected and firm in his answers.
Seth finally told him he could go. Henry got to the doorway and then turned to look back at Seth. “Have you talked to your brother-in-law?” he asked.
“My brother-in-law?” Seth stared at him blankly.
“Mark Willoughby. I heard it through the grapevine that he and Vicki were dating in the days before her murder. They even came in for dinner at the Golden Daffodil right before Vicki’s death.”
Seth felt as if he’d been sucker-punched. Nowhere in the notes had Mark been tied to Vicki Smith. Mark hadn’t even been interviewed in either of the previous investigations.
Once Henry left the room, Seth reared back in his chair, his stomach churning with a new anxiety and troubling thoughts.
There was no question that Mark hated his ex-wife, and Linda had dark hair just like all the victims. Seth had always believed his ex-brother-in-law to be many things, but he never would have suspected him capable of murder...until now.
He couldn’t discount Mark because he’d been married to his sister for ten years, and yet he couldn’t allow his personal distaste for the man to color the investigation in any way.
He directed Tom to make arrangements for Mark to come in that afternoon for an interview and then the rest of the morning was taken up by talking to teenagers who had been at the party on the dunes the night that Rebecca Cook had been killed.
Casey Minter had confessed to him that Rebecca had worked at the Golden Daffodil for two days, then had quit because she felt uncomfortable with her touchy-feely boss. According to Casey, Rebecca had thought Henry Todd was an old pervert who couldn’t keep his hands off his young help.
As far as Seth was concerned the information was just another strike against Henry Todd. Did that make him the killer? Hard to tell. Did it make him a smarmy creep? Definitely.
It was just after noon when he went to the break room and discovered Tamara gone. A gossip magazine was open on the table and the television was tuned to the Lifetime channel.
He glanced toward the restroom. The door was open, indicating it was empty. So, where was Tamara? He’d told her not to leave this room until he returned for her.
His heart skipped a beat even as he told himself not to panic. But it was sheer panic that torched through him. Where in the hell was she?
Was it possible a deputy was involved with the killings? Had he missed something...had he unintentionally placed Tamara at risk by simply bringing her here where she should have been safe?
* * *
TAMARA STOOD IN LINE at the fast-food restaurant next to Deputy Raymond Michaels. He’d come into the break room a few minutes earlier and asked if she’d wanted to stretch her legs and walk with him to grab some lunch at the place next door to the sheriff’s office.
Assuming Seth had sent him and eager to do anything to break the monotony of the long morning, she readily agreed. For the most part she’d been alone in the break room for the past couple of hours with nothing to occupy her except the television and a few magazines a deputy had brought in earlier in the day.
She’d had way too much time to be in her own thoughts, to attempt to sort out what had happened to her and how she felt about Seth. It bothered her that whenever she consciously reached for any memories of her former life she felt not only a knot of anxiety but also a sweeping grief that made no sense.
She was certain the grief had nothing to do with whatever had happened to her here in Amber Lake, but rather had its seed in the former life that she couldn’t remember.
Although she wasn’t sure what she thought about Deputy Michaels, she was grateful for him allowing her to get out of the little room that smelled of stale coffee and male for a few minutes.
“So, still nothing happening up here?” Raymond touched the side of his head.
“Nothing worthwhile,” she confessed. “Just bits and pieces that don’t help your investigation at all.”
“But you are starting to remember some things,” he replied.
She nodded. “A few, although nothing of consequence to the case.”
“Who knows, maybe in just the blink of an eye it will all come back to you.” His dark brown eyes held hers long enough that she was grateful that it was their turn at the counter to order.
She got a cheeseburger and fries and a diet cola while Raymond ordered one of the meals that had a sandwich with enough burger to make a full cow. She protested when he paid for hers, but he insisted he wasn’t paying, that it was on the Amber Lake Sheriff’s Department.
“You know you’re our best chance for a break in this case,” he said as they pushed out the door to walk back to the office. “At this point we don’t have jack.”
“We can’t even be sure that when I get my memories back it will have the information you need to make an arrest,” she replied. “It’s possible that I didn’t see the face of the person who attacked me.”
“But it’s also possible you did,” he countered. “You’ve got to let us know when your memories come back. Anything you remember might be a clue and we need to know what’s in that head of yours.”
At that moment she saw Seth approach them from across the parking lot. He walked in long strides, his handsome features set with a rigid anger she’d never seen before. Even before he reached them she could feel the wave of rage that radiated from him.
“What’s up?” Raymond asked.
“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Seth asked the deputy as he drew closer. He barely shot a glance at Tamara and then once again glared at Raymond.
“What does it look like I’m doing? I got us some lunch.” Raymond straightened his shoulders, obviously not liking Seth’s aggressive tone. “It was after noon and I knew she hadn’t had anything to eat.”
“Deputy Michaels, this is my case and this is my witness. You don’t talk to her without my permission. You don’t even look at her unless I tell you it’s okay, and you sure as hell don’t remove her from safe custody to get some lunch.”
“Take a chill pill, Mr. Fed Man,” Raymond said with more than a touch of belligerence. “I just figured your witness might need something to eat and would like to take a short walk. I had it all under control. I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her.”
He didn’t wait for Seth to reply, but with a sigh of disgust, he stalked away toward the office. Seth immediately turned to Tamara, his eyes the color of ice. “Are you all right?”
“Got my burger and fries, I’m golden,” she said in an attempt to lighten his mood.
He raked a hand through his hair and motioned for them to follow after Raymond. “I went to find you and you weren’t there. I...I freaked out. I thought maybe...” He allowed his voice to drift off as he drew a deep sigh.
She realized how fearful he’d been when he hadn’t been able to find her and her heart cringed. “I’m sorry, Seth. I didn’t mean to worry you. I just assumed you knew what was going on when Deputy Michaels invited me to take the walk with him to get lunch.”
“It’s all right,” he replied as they began to walk. “I guess I hadn’t realized how much on edge I’ve been until I walked into the break room and you weren’t there.” He kept his gaze focused on the building in front of them. “I didn’t realize how important you are to me...to this case,” he quickly tacked on as if in afterthought.
A dangerous spin of want whirled through her as she smelled the familiar scent of him, gazed at the handsome features now set in stone. Too close. They were definitely getting too close emotionally, and Tamara knew that was a mistake, but wasn’t sure how to halt it from happening.
She was falling in love with Seth and that frightened her almost as much as the memories she kept repressed.
When they reached the office they went back into the break room. Apparently Raymond had decided to eat his lunch at his desk for they had the room to themselves.
“Want some of my fries?” she asked as she settled in at the table.
“No, thanks.” He went to the vending machine in the corner and bought a soda and a prepackaged sandwich, then sat across from her. “Did Raymond give you a hard time?” he asked.
“Not at all. He asked me a bunch of questions about my memory, but I think he was just curious. Why?” She looked at him closely and noted that his features still looked harsh.
“There’s something about him that I don’t like.” Seth unwrapped his sandwich and frowned at it thoughtfully. “I keep thinking what, other than being drugged, would make a woman lie down in the sand without putting up a fight? Maybe a sheriff or a deputy with a gun?”
Tamara gasped. “Are you telling me you don’t trust the people you’re working with?”
His frown deepened and for the first time his gaze met hers. Cold and distant, keen with intelligence, his gray eyes stared at her for a long moment before replying. “I’m telling you that at this moment there are only two people I really trust. Me and you, and that’s it. Everyone else in this one-horse town is on my list of potential suspects.”
Tamara picked up a French fry but suddenly discovered she’d lost her appetite. If she was to believe as Seth did, then she had nobody on her side, nobody she could trust except him, and that only made their emotional connection stronger.
One thing was certain. One way or the other she had a feeling that when it came time to leave Amber Lake she was going to be damaged. Whether that damage came from the memories of the crime against her resurfacing or from loving Seth, only time would tell.



Chapter Eight
Mark Willoughby was a burly man with dark hair and a chin that thrust outward as if he was expecting a fight at any moment. He eased down into the chair opposite Seth and even though his lips curved into a smile, it was obvious by the seething emotion in his eyes that he was ticked.
“You don’t look happy to see me,” Seth said as he leaned back in his chair across from his ex-brother-in-law.
“I wouldn’t exactly call this a happy family reunion,” Mark replied. “So cut the crap and tell me why I’m here.”
“Vicki Smith.” Seth watched intently Mark’s reaction to the name.
The only response was a slight narrowing of Mark’s green eyes. “What about her?”
“I understand you were seeing her at the time of her murder.” Again Seth watched intently for any telltale subtle expression that might reveal something Mark didn’t know he’d given away.
“Seeing her sounds a little more serious than what was going on. Vicki and I had dinner together a couple of times before she was killed. That’s all, just a couple of casual dinners. She was still totally hung up on Todd. We were just friends, that’s all.”
He’d gone on long enough that it had begun to sound defensive. “Did you beat her like you beat my sister?” Seth asked.
Mark jerked up in his chair, his chin thrust forward as he fisted his hands on the top of the table. “You’re out of line, Seth. I never laid a finger on your sister, never.”
He unfisted his hands and appeared to relax against the back of the chair. “I won’t deny that I made a lot of mistakes in my marriage to Linda, and I’m sorry every day for those mistakes, but I was never violent with her.”
“But you hated her when the two of you divorced,” Seth said.
“I didn’t want the divorce. I wanted my family to stay intact more than anything. I’ve never gotten over Linda.”
“And maybe that’s why you’re murdering dark-haired women who remind you of her?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mark scoffed. “I know you’ve never liked me, that you never thought I was right for your sister, and I might have been a controlling ass when I was married to her, but I’m not a murderer. Jeez, Seth, how could you even think of me that way and allow me to have my daughter living with me half the time?”
“When was the last time you saw Vicki Smith?” Seth asked, trying to take the personal out of the conversation.
“Two nights before her murder. We had dinner together. Of course she insisted we eat at the Golden Daffodil. It was obvious she wanted Todd to see her with me, maybe make him realize what he’d thrown away.”
“And after dinner?”
“I took her home, safe and sound. I don’t know what happened to her after that. All I know for sure is that I had nothing to do with her murder. Besides, the way I hear it Vicki’s murder is tied to Rebecca Cook’s death. I didn’t even know that kid and I sure had nothing to do with Tamara Jennings.”
Seth asked a few more questions and then released Mark. After he left the interrogation room Seth remained seated at the table, his thoughts a chaotic mess.
Was it possible that Mark hid such a hatred for Linda that he’d come up with an elaborate plan for murder? Kill three dark-haired innocent women as a ruse and then attack the object of his rage, thus confusing the investigators? Somehow he wasn’t sure Mark was smart enough, wily enough to come up with such a complicated plot. Besides, he and Linda had been divorced for years. If he was responsible, then why would he explode now? As far as Seth knew there had been no inciting incident, nothing out of the ordinary that would cause him to suddenly begin killing women. He and Linda seemed to have found a comfortable peace with each other, a peace that went beyond the sharing of their daughter.
And if his confusion about the crimes weren’t enough he had to deal with his conflicted emotions where Tamara was concerned. His heartbeat caught painfully in his chest as he thought of those moments when he’d been unable to find her in the building.
Raw terror had raced through him, and it hadn’t been the terror of an agent who had lost a key witness, but rather that of a man for a woman.
He didn’t want to go there. He didn’t want to feel the kinds of emotions she evoked in him. It was emotional suicide for him to allow himself to think there could be anything real, anything lasting between them.
She had a life someplace else, a life that hadn’t included him until somebody had buried her in a sand dune. He raised a hand and rubbed at his temple where a headache threatened to take hold.
He had two more interviews this afternoon and then he could call it a day. He expected nothing new to come from Rebecca’s best friend or one of Vicki’s coworkers, but he intended to leave no t uncrossed and no i undotted.
He’d even considered the possibility that the killer was a woman since there appeared to be no sexual motivation to the crimes. But he’d dismissed the idea almost as quickly as it had occurred to him. If the women had been basically comatose when taken to the dunes, it would have required a man’s strength to get them from a parking area to the place of their burial.
It had to be a man. But who? And why? And would Tamara ever retrieve the hidden memories that might solve the case? Certainly he had some men who were topping his suspect list.
Henry Todd appeared a likely suspect for Vicki’s death. It sounded like Vicki had become something of a stalker chick once Henry had moved on. Maybe she became such a pain he’d decided to get rid of her permanently. But that didn’t explain his reason for killing Rebecca Cook.
It was just after six when he called it a day and found Tamara in the break room. Her face wreathed into a smile and he wasn’t sure that she was glad to see him or just thankful her boredom was over.
It didn’t matter. Her smile warmed him like the sun after a cloudy gray day. “You ready to break out of this joint?” he asked.
She popped up out of the chair. “I can’t tell you how ready.”
“I thought maybe we’d stop by the pizza place on the way home. Order a large supreme to go.”
“Sounds like a great plan to me,” she agreed.
They were quiet on the way to the pizza parlor. When they got there, they ordered the pizza to go and sodas to drink while they waited.
“Just so you know, I’m probably going to pick off most of the pepperoni and eat it,” she said, finally breaking the long silence.
“Just so you know, I’m probably going to pick off all the black olives and eat them,” he replied.
“That makes us good pizza buddies.”
He smiled at her, knowing she was eager to hear what he’d learned during the day but also aware of the fact that she was giving him time to unwind.
She would make a perfect life partner. She seemed to know instinctively what he needed before he’d identified the need. She understood what he did for a living and that it was a large part of who he was as a man.
He took a sip of his drink and stared around the restaurant, willing away these kinds of strange thoughts. For years he’d told himself he was satisfied being alone, cooking for one and having his space to himself.
But Tamara made him think of dinners for two, of conversation to fill the long hours of an empty evening. She made him think of making love to her before closing his eyes to sleep, awakening in the morning to share coffee across a kitchen table.
He was grateful when the kid behind the counter announced their pizza was ready for pickup. He grabbed the box and together he and Tamara headed back to his truck.
“We’ll eat first, and then we’ll talk about our days,” he said as they pulled away from the restaurant.
“Does that mean you want me to keep my mouth shut unless it’s open stringing mozzarella cheese?” she asked, her voice filled with the lightness of a tease.
He flashed her a fast grin. “No, it just means we only talk about pleasant things while we enjoy eating.”
“Deal,” she agreed easily.
Fifteen minutes later they were seated at Linda’s table, the pie box open before them and each with a bottle of beer. “Nothing better than hot pizza and cold beer,” she said as she reached for a slice.
“You’ve got that right.” He smiled in amusement as she carefully picked off each piece of pepperoni and popped them into her mouth.
He grabbed his own slice and as they ate they talked about Linda and Samantha and about Kansas City and how much he loved it there.
“The best part is from the downtown area within a fifteen-minute drive you can be standing in the middle of a pasture. It’s a great combination of big city and small town all rolled into one,” he said.
“Sounds nice.”
He nodded. “I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Is Amarillo your hometown?”
“Born and raised there,” she answered automatically and then her startled gaze met his. “Ah, that was sneaky, you tricked me into having more memories.”
“I didn’t mean to be sneaky,” he protested. “I just asked a question.”
He watched her as she chewed a bite of the pizza, her brow wrinkled with deep thought. “I remember Amarillo,” she finally said. “And I remember my apartment. What I don’t understand is why thinking about it makes my heart fill with a terrible grief? Why when I think about it, I don’t want to go back there.”
“But you know you’ll have to sooner or later,” Seth reminded her. “This time now, here in Amber Lake, is just a single moment in a million moments that make up your real life.”
“But this moment feels so real,” she replied softly.
“Eventually it will just feel like a dream.” The conversation continued back to safe subjects as they finished up their meal. They cleaned up the kitchen and then moved into the living room where they shared the activities of their day while seated at opposite ends of the sofa.
“I leaned about the value of vitamin B on The Doctors and watched a couple of old reruns of Everybody Loves Raymond,” she said. “That was the high point of my day.”
“Are you prepared to do it all over again tomorrow?” he asked.
“More interviews?”
He nodded and then told her what he’d learned from the interviews he’d conducted that day.
“So Henry Todd can be tied to both dead women,” she mused as she kicked off her sandals and pulled her bare feet up beneath her on the sofa. “I told you I had a bad feeling about him.”
“But is your bad feeling about him because you encountered him as a killer or because you think he’s just an average slimeball?”
She leaned her back against the sofa cushion and released a sigh. “I don’t know. The night that I apparently ‘disappeared’ I ate at the café. I can’t imagine that I would have run into Henry anywhere else.”
“Still, we don’t know where you went after you left the café,” he reminded her. “And we aren’t sure Todd spends every minute of every night locked away in his restaurant.”
She worried a hand through her hair, the silky lengths causing Seth’s fingers to itch with the need to touch it. “It’s strange that this here and now feels so much more real than the memories of my former life. I have a serial killer apparently hell-bent on burying me in a sand dune and I know probably the best thing I could do is leave town, but I’m not ready to go back to my half-remembered life yet.”
“And I’m not ready to let you go yet,” Seth said, then hurriedly added, “at least not until you have all your memories back and know exactly where you fit.”
There she was again, messing with his mind, looking so soft and welcoming, forcing his thoughts to go places they had no business going.
“What if I never remember that night?” she said, bringing him back to the crime.
“With or without your memories, we’re going to find this guy. Eventually he’s going to make a mistake or we’re going to find a clue. I’m not leaving Amber Lake until this killer is caught or killed.” A swell of tension filled his chest as he thought of the man he sought.
He was obviously a planner...organized and bright. How many women would die before he made a mistake? How many bodies would be uncovered in the dunes before they finally got a break?
Just that quickly he was exhausted. The thought of the murders weighed heavy in his soul, as heavy as the thought of letting Tamara go.
Maybe it was best if Tamara headed back to Amarillo. She was right. If last night was any indication, she had a serial killer actively seeking to finish what he had begun with her. Surely she’d be safe in Amarillo even without all of her memories.
He gazed at her for a long moment, drinking in the sight of her lovely features, the long length of her shiny hair, and realized he was more than a little bit in love with her.
“Maybe it really is time for you to go home...back to Amarillo,” he finally suggested tentatively, although they were the last words he wanted to speak.
Her eyes opened wide. “But I’m not ready,” she replied, an edge of panic making her voice a bit higher than usual. “I don’t remember enough. Besides, we know the killer wants me, otherwise he would have just taken another woman rather than trying to break into the window of the bedroom where I was sleeping.”
Her lower lip began to tremble and her eyes filled with the sheen of tears. “You’ve all said he’s smart and if he has any information at all then he already knows where I live in Amarillo. What’s to keep him from following me there? Who says he has to adhere to his pattern of burying women in the Deadman’s Dunes? What if he just kills me and buries me someplace outside Amarillo?” The tears spilled down her cheeks. “Please don’t send me home, Seth.” Her crying began in earnest, the sobs of a woman still terrified, still unprepared to face an uncertain future in a place she barely remembered.
He couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t stand her tears. Without thinking he reached out to her and she fell into his embrace. As she wept into the front of his shirt, he could feel her heartbeat banging against his own.
“Please, Seth. Please don’t send me away yet.” The words came from her as hiccupping sobs.
He stroked her hair and held her tight, unable to imagine what fears might reside inside her head, what anxiety must burn in her soul. This place and he was all she really knew. Was it any wonder that the idea of being sent away would upset her?
She did have a point about the killer. If he had any inside information at all, if he’d heard any idle gossip around town, then he knew she lived in Amarillo. The last thing he wanted to do was send her away from here and into the arms of a killer. If he were perfectly honest with himself he’d admit that the last thing he wanted to do was send her away from him.
“I won’t make you go anywhere you aren’t ready to go,” he murmured into her sweet-smelling hair. He held her for several long minutes, until her tears had halted and the only thing he was conscious of was the soft warmth of her in his arms.
He released her, needing to separate, needing to draw enough distance from her to inhale a full breath. “You know that sooner or later you’ll have to go home.”
“I know.” She leaned back against the opposite side of the sofa and wrapped her arms around herself, as if shielding herself from something. “But every time I think about going back there I’m overwhelmed with grief and anxiety and I can’t imagine why.”
“Whatever it is, you’ll have to face it sooner or later. That is your life, Tamara, and I’m sure there are plenty of good things and good people waiting for you there.” At least that’s what he wanted for her, that’s what he hoped.
“Then where are all these good people? Why hasn’t anyone been looking for me? You all can’t even find anyone who knows much of anything about me.”
It was true. Tom and his men had tried to find people who knew Tamara, but her life had obviously been one of isolation. Other than neighbors who professed to know her only superficially and people she’d worked with on webpages who had only known her professionally, nobody had come forward anxiously seeking her. No frantic boyfriend relieved she had been found. Seth didn’t even want to examine why he was perversely pleased by this.
“I don’t know,” he admitted, his heart breaking more than a little for her. He glanced at the clock on the mantel. “We should probably call it a night. Tomorrow is going to be an early, long day.”
She nodded and stood, but as she looked down the long hallway toward the guest room he felt the tension that filled her heart.
“There’s nothing for you to be afraid of,” he said softly. “I boarded up that window this morning. Nobody is coming through it without a chain saw.”
“Then I’ll just say good night,” she said.
She turned and he watched her walking slowly down the hallway. She broke his heart and revved his adrenaline.
She paused at the door of the bedroom and turned back to look at him. “Seth, if this is just a single moment of time in a lifetime of moments, I want to spend it with you. I want making love with you to be one of the memories I take away from this experience. I don’t want being buried in the sand to be the most intense memory I have of my time in Amber Lake.”
He stared at her and felt her longing wafting down the hallway with sweet seduction. His brain worked to process all the reasons why they shouldn’t spend the night together, why if they did it would be an enormous mistake.
But his brain was trapped in a vision of her naked in the bed, in the sensation of her soft skin against his, in the fire of her lips kissing him.
He should be strong, but even as he thought it, he stood. He should be the one capable of denying temptation, but still his feet moved forward down the hallway toward where she stood.
His brain was in utter denial up until the time he stood face-to-face with her, up until the moment she took his hand in hers and only then did he completely surrender to his own desire, to his own need.



Chapter Nine
The instant Seth’s hand slipped into hers, Tamara knew the rightness of this moment in time with this man. She pulled him into the bedroom and instantly their mouths found each other in a kiss that screamed of the hot desire that had raged between them for the past couple of days.
She didn’t question her want for him. She merely accepted that he was something she needed, something that she couldn’t live without...like food or air.
His mouth plied hers with a heat that filled her body and soul. His arms wrapped around her and pulled her tight against him and she could tell he was aroused. This fact alone only made her more certain that this was right and good.
She knew it wasn’t forever. She was fully aware of the fact that tomorrow they might catch a killer, tomorrow she might be on her way back to her half-remembered life in Amarillo. But she needed tonight in his arms, a memory that would burn itself into her brain so vividly she’d never, ever forget it.
As their lips remained locked, he moved her toward the left side of the bed, where without breaking the kiss he took off his holster and gun and placed them on the top of the nightstand.
His lips left hers only to blaze a trail of fire down the length of her neck as his hand tangled in her hair and he pressed closer against her.
His scent, a half-wild fragrance of cologne and male infused her, and she knew that particular scent would always bring with it both a sense of excitement and utter security and safety.
“You are so beautiful,” he murmured against her ear.
She dropped her head back, allowing his mouth access to the hollow of her throat. If she had been able to remember anything from her past, Seth’s touch, his mouth would have chased it all away.
She didn’t want to have a sudden explosion of memories, she just wanted to dwell in this moment of magic with the hot, handsome man who had saved her life. She wanted just this night with the man who stirred her not only on a physical level, but also on an emotional level, as well.
As he slid his warm hands up beneath her T-shirt to caress across her naked back, she knew she’d never, ever get enough of him.
It was possible this might be her only night with him, but she knew in her heart that she would want more even when morning dawned.
Impatiently he grabbed the bottom of her T-shirt and as he tugged it upward she raised her hands above her head to aid him, grateful that the bra she’d bought at the discount store was a sexy lace.
Once her shirt was gone he pulled his own over his head, exposing his sculpted, muscled chest as he tossed his shirt to the floor behind him.
They stood mere inches apart and simply stared at each other. Tamara’s heart fluttered rapidly, making her half-breathless. He breathed through his mouth, as if he, too, was finding it difficult to draw in enough air.
“You look amazing.” His voice was deep, husky, as his gaze swept her from head to toe.
She laid a hand on his chest. “So do you.”
She wasn’t sure who moved first, but suddenly they were both on the bed, limbs tangled as his mouth once again sought hers. His tongue dipped inside, swirling with hers as their desire reached new levels.
She loved the feel of his sturdy long legs entwined with hers, his solid, muscled chest against her breasts. She couldn’t get enough of the taste of him, the feel of him.
There was no thought of killers or repressed memories, there was nothing but Seth and the hungry desire that claimed her.
“I can’t tell you how much I’ve wanted you,” he breathed against her neck, causing shivers of delight to dance up her spine.
Had she ever felt this way with another man? She had no memories to pull from, but she didn’t believe anyone had ever made her feel the way she did now in Seth’s arms, with his lips tracing lazy circles against her neck, sliding down to mouth the tip of her breast above her bra.
Her breath caught at the erotic tug of sensation that rippled through her as her nipple rose in response. Not enough. So not enough, she thought as she half pushed him off her, reached behind and released the clasp on her bra.
When his mouth returned to her bare breast she raked her fingers through his hair, wondering how she’d ever lived without his touch.
The rest of their clothes disappeared, his shoes and socks gone, jeans quickly shucked and both his boxers and her panties thrown to the side of the bed as they moved in a frenzy.
He was hard against her and she curled her fingers around his hardness, marveling at the velvet skin over taut muscle. She had only stroked him a couple of times when he hissed, “Stop...too soon.” He smoothed a strand of her hair from her cheek. His eyes burned mercury-silver and wild. “I want to take my time with you. I want to hear you screaming my name with pleasure.”
A new shiver whipped through her at the promise of the sexual delight in his words. As his hands began to explore the length of her body, stroking...teasing...coming closer and closer to the very center of her, she arched and moved in an attempt to capture his intimate touch.
He laughed, a low, sexy growl, as she moaned in obvious frustration. “Patience is a virtue,” he said.
“Torture is a federal offense,” she replied.
He laughed again and then his laughter died as his fingers found her moistness and moved with butterfly gentleness against her. She arched once again with a swift intake of breath as she felt an orgasm begin where he touched her and spread shuddering sensations outward to the tips of her fingers and toes.
She gasped his name as she rode the wave, and before she could catch her breath he moved between her thighs and eased into her.
He froze, his facial features set in stone as he gazed down at her. His struggle for control was evident in the taut chords of his neck and the glaze of his eyes.
Finally he moved, thrusting forward and she closed her eyes as he filled her up, moving against her in the ancient rhythm of lovemaking.
Tamara was lost to the feel of him, to the rising sensations that built inside her as they rocked together. In and out he stroked, first slow and then with a faster pace that had her panting and on the edge of yet another cliff.
Tears filled her eyes as he moaned her name and then she fell over the cliff, shattering apart as a second, more intense climax struck her. At the same time she was vaguely aware of him tensing against her and then gasping with his own release.
Time seemed to stand still as they remained embraced, him holding his body weight on his elbows as he looked down at her and grinned. “Now that’s a vacation.”
She laughed and then his grin fell and he shook his head. “Like a couple of horny teenagers with no thought of tomorrow and no thought of protection. We should both be shot.”
“Can you wait until the glow leaves me before you shoot me?” she asked.
He smiled down at her. “You are glowing. You look gorgeous.”
“It’s the look of a sated woman.”
“I like it.” He finally disengaged and rolled to the side of her. “But we should have thought about protection.”
“I’m sure it will be fine.” She didn’t want to think about accidents or mistakes at the moment. There was no way she could consider getting pregnant by Seth a terrible mistake, and yet the thought filled her with an inexplicable anxiety. What kind of woman was she that the thought of having a child filled her with a whispering dread?
She rolled away from him and off the bed. “I’ll be right back,” she said. She padded into the adjoining bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink.
Who was she? She still only had bits and pieces of herself, not enough to remember what experiences she’d been through, what paths she’d taken in life that formed her.
All she really knew after the past thirty minutes in bed with Seth was that she was in love with him. And she had no right to be. As he’d reminded her earlier, this time they shared wasn’t real life. Ultimately, no matter how she felt about him, no matter how much he wanted her, they both had separate lives to go back to.
The only thing she really had to remember was that she was a key witness and Seth was the FBI agent in charge of her case. And that there was still a serial killer who wanted her buried in the Deadman’s Dunes.
* * *
SETH AWOKE LONG BEFORE dawn, his naked body spooned around Tamara’s back. He fit perfectly around her, like the shell on a turtle.
He was in no hurry to leave the bed, to leave the comfort of her warmth, the fragrant scent of her or the memory of making love to her. He was in no rush to begin his day, hunting for a killer with little success, another day of utter frustration.
Maybe it was time for him to call in reinforcements. Maybe he needed to contact Director Forbes and have a couple more agents come to town to help work the case. Although he hated to admit defeat, he wasn’t too proud to ask for help if he thought it was warranted.
The issue was he wasn’t sure what any other agents could do that he and Tom and his men weren’t already doing. He had a list of potential suspects, but nobody who popped to the top of the short, pathetic list, except perhaps Sam Clemmons, who could be picked up simply because he’d been at all three scenes. Still, Seth was reluctant to jump to obvious conclusions. There were too many players in the game.
A womanizing restaurateur, a deputy with a reputation as a bully, an ex-brother-in-law and a handful of dirt-bike-riding kids...not exactly the stuff that thriller movies were made of, and yet someone, perhaps one of those very people was burying brunettes in the sand dunes.
Somebody wanted Tamara to be the third victim badly enough to make a bold move and steal her right out from under Seth’s nose. Thank God, the Sandman had been thwarted by Tamara’s scream. But Seth knew deep in his soul that the misstep had probably only fired a new determination in the killer to take Tamara.
Reluctantly, he rolled away from her and out of the bed. It was easier to think about murder and suspects than it was to analyze his feelings for Tamara.
He padded naked from the guest bedroom and down the hallway to the main bathroom and within seconds stood beneath a hot shower.
There was no question that last night had been a mistake, but what a wonderful mistake it had been. Even now he could still taste her skin, feel the heat of her body against his, hear the echoes of the cries she’d made in the throes of pleasure.
Making love to her once had been a mistake, but then he’d repeated it by making love to her a second time before they’d fallen asleep. That time they’d gone slowly, exploring each other with both the familiarity of old lovers and yet the sizzling excitement of new ones.
The greatest mistake he’d made of all was falling for her, for being sucked into feelings he’d never wanted to feel in his life. He’d allowed himself to get so close and now it was going to be difficult on them both when it was time for her to head back to her home, her life and anyone who might be waiting for her there.
It was a bit odd that she’d been gone for well over a week and yet nobody from Amarillo had filed a missing persons report. He knew from the information he’d gained that she’d been known around her neighborhood as a loner, but surely there was somebody somewhere who cared, who’d noticed that she was missing? And the idea that there wasn’t anyone shouldn’t affect his heart like it did.
He had to separate from her, he had to regain the relationship of investigator and potential victim. He had to get back on a more professional footing with her, not just for his own sake, but for hers, as well. It should be fairly easy today.
He’d be stuck in the interrogation room all day and she’d be back in the lounge. Then when they got back home tonight they’d eat dinner and he’d set up his laptop on the kitchen table, a not-so-subtle hint that he intended to continue to work.
Once he was dressed he left the bathroom and headed to the kitchen to make the morning coffee. He consciously willed away any further thoughts of Tamara or the night before. He had to focus on getting this madman in jail as quickly as possible.
Minutes later as he stood at the window and watched the sun slowly peeking over the horizon, he sipped his coffee and once again ran over his list of suspects in his head.
Tom’s men were checking alibis for both the murders and the night and morning of Tamara’s near death. But people’s memories were faulty, and at least in the case of the first two murders, alibis were tough to pin down definitively.
In the case of Rebecca Cook it was particularly difficult as the death was initially ruled a freak accident. All the young people in town knew where they had been that night...at the party on the dunes. But where had Henry Todd been? Where had Raymond Michaels spent his time on that night? And Mark...where had his brother-in-law been?
Hell, Seth couldn’t come up with an unbreakable alibi for a particular night two months before. Days went by without specific incidents; nights were spent mostly at home alone.
While he was certain that Raymond’s wife would alibi him for whatever time necessary, both Todd and Mark lived alone. None of them lived in an area that was remote enough to keep a woman alive for hours before dumping her at the dunes.
As he thought of that moment when he’d seen Tamara’s face in the sand, frustration gnawed with sharp teeth at his gut. As he considered what Rebecca and Vicki had endured in the last moments of their deaths, he wanted to smash his fist into something...preferably the perp’s face.
He was on his second cup of coffee when Tamara entered the kitchen. She’d showered and was dressed for the day in a pair of formfitting jeans and a turquoise tank top. Her dark hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, showcasing her delicate features to perfection.
He steeled himself against the automatic response he suffered at the sight of her, the desire to take her into his arms, the need to kiss her lips as he told her good morning.
“Morning,” he said, the word more of a grunt than a real greeting.
“Good morning to you,” she replied cheerfully as she walked straight to the coffeemaker on the counter. She poured herself a cup and then turned to face him. “I see morning regrets all over your face.”
“Maybe a few,” he admitted. He took a sip of his coffee and eyed her over the rim of the cup. Her cheerful smile slowly fell and she raised her chin a notch, as if anticipating a fight.
“I have absolutely no regrets, and you don’t have to worry about last night having any long-term repercussions. I’m a big girl, Seth. I know the score. I know there’s no future between us and I don’t anticipate there ever being one. Still, there’s no reason to regret what was a beautiful, wonderful night.”
She carried her cup to the table and sat. “Now, tell me about the plans for the day.”
Just that quickly the night was left behind and a new day had begun. They were at the sheriff’s office by eight and within fifteen minutes Tamara was in the break room and Seth was interviewing another of Rebecca’s friends.
The day passed with person after person brought in for Seth to interview and no answers forthcoming to aid in the breaking of the case.
He stopped at noon and ordered in lunch from a nearby Chinese restaurant for himself and Tamara. When the order arrived he carried it back to the break room where Tamara was sprawled in a chair, staring blankly at the television.
She straightened as he entered, eyeing the white bag he carried hungrily. “I was afraid I was going to have to hit up Deputy Michaels for another trip next door to get fed.”
Seth scowled and set the bag in the center of the small round table. “I want you to stay away from him,” he said as he began pulling out boxes of food.
She joined him at the table. “You can’t really believe he has anything to do with the murders,” she said in a low voice.
“I don’t know what to believe about anyone,” he replied.
They didn’t speak again until they were seated at the table with a combination of Chinese fare on their paper plates. “These murders were about power,” he finally said. “And I know from the scuttlebutt around town that Michaels wields his official power heavily. It just doesn’t sit well with me, nor does the fact that he asked you so many questions about your amnesia yesterday.”
She speared a piece of sweet-and-sour chicken. “Speaking of, I’ve had more of my memories return. Unfortunately, none of them will help you. I remembered that my parents are dead, that my life was mostly my web business and that I was lonely.” She popped the chicken into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.
When she was finished, she gazed at him, obviously troubled. “I wonder if maybe I’m not remembering what I need to because I don’t want to go back to my former life.” The words came from her slowly, as if they were a painful admission.
“I don’t believe that,” he replied. “Your memories are coming back to you as they should...the safe things first. The more painful things will try to remain repressed, but I can’t believe that you’d even subconsciously not want to remember a killer who is going to kill again because you don’t want to go home to a lonely life.”
“I hope you’re right.” She grabbed another piece of chicken. “I want to remember that night in the dunes. I want to believe that I can help you put this monster away before he strikes again.”
Their conversation turned to mundane things as some of the other deputies entered the room for their lunch break. The mood among them all was somber.
“I still think we should get Clemmons in jail and charged,” one of the younger deputies said.
“We don’t have enough evidence for the DA to even be interested in charging him,” Seth replied. “We can’t find anyplace where he might have stashed the women before burying them. Sam rides those dunes almost every day and half the night. The dunes might be Sam’s playground, but that doesn’t make him a killer. A defense attorney would rip the case apart. We need more,” Seth said in frustration.
Each and every day they were all waiting for another body to turn up, speculating that if the killer couldn’t get to Tamara, he’d eventually be unable to stop himself from taking somebody else. Although the dunes were being patrolled as much as possible, they all knew it was impossible to keep a determined person from finding a place where nobody would see, where the body wouldn’t be found until some errant dirt-bike rider kicked up the sand in just the right place.
Lunch finished, Seth returned to his duty and left Tamara once again. The afternoon crawled by in increments of the nervous sweat of the interviewees, Seth’s growing frustration and the sweltering heat of summer filling the building.
He had to hand it to Tom. With the lawman coordinating the people coming in, the interviewing process was going relatively smoothly, just not yielding any kind of result that Seth could use.
By the time Seth decided to call it a day he was in a foul mood. Someplace inside him he felt the tick of a time bomb that could explode at any moment, resulting in another innocent woman’s horrific death, but he wasn’t any closer to finding the guilty party than he had been on the day he’d dug Tamara out of the sand.
Tamara must have read his mood for the ride home from the office was a silent one.
Seth was certain these murders were about power and control. He knew that the victim profile was brunettes and there was a reason that the killer was burying them in the sand.
The sand was important to the killer. But why? It was part of the ritual. Take a woman, somehow render her helpless and then bury her in the sand. The sand was the key, but what did it mean?
He cast a quick glance at Tamara, who stared out the window as if lost in thoughts of her own. He had to keep her safe. As long as she was with him nobody was going to touch her.
But that meant the killer would have to take another victim. He was already overdue, probably filled with the anxiety of the need of the kill. A bomb ready to detonate and nobody had the answers to stop the explosion of death.
Except perhaps Tamara.
They went to the drive-through at the burger joint to get dinner and now, back at Linda’s, sat across from each other at the table to eat. “I’m going to gain a thousand pounds while I’m here if we keep fast-fooding it,” she said, finally breaking what was quickly becoming an uncomfortable silence.
“I didn’t figure you’d want to cook after a long day at the sheriff’s office and I’m no good in the kitchen unless you can zap it in a microwave.”
“I like to cook. I wouldn’t mind making dinner each night when we got home.”
“Linda has a freezer full of meat. Whatever we use I’ll replace.” He shrugged. “Whatever you want to do is fine with me. I’m male, I’ll eat anything and, to be honest, a home-cooked meal sounds good to me.”
He finished his burger and wadded up the wrapper. “Have you given any more thought to seeing that therapist or maybe a hypnotist to help you retrieve the last of your memories?”
She stared at him as if he’d suddenly sprouted an order of French fries in the center of his forehead. She toyed with her straw in the diet drink, her gaze focused on the cup. “Honestly, I hadn’t considered either option, but if you think that’s what we need to do, then I’ll do whatever is necessary.”
Seth knew what he was asking of her, knew the damage that might come to her by forcing her to remember what her brain was protecting her from, but he was at a dead end, and so afraid of more bodies showing up. His heart broke with his suggestion, but his admiration for her grew by her immediate acquiescence.
He was unable to look at her as he told her he’d look into finding somebody to work with her the next day. Thankfully when they finished eating she went into the living room and turned on the television and he set up his laptop on the table and fed in notes and impressions from the day.
He consciously willed himself not to look at Tamara, not to feel the fear she must be feeling as she thought of being forced to remember the horrible moments just before he’d found her in the sand.
He didn’t want to think about the night to come when there was nothing he’d like better than curl up in bed with her at his side, feeling the silk of her hair and smelling the scent that belonged to her alone. He was half in love with her and hated that he couldn’t control the softening of his heart where she was concerned.
Still, she’d sleep alone tonight in the guest room and he would bunk on the sofa. With the window in the guest room boarded up there was no way anyone could get to her without Seth hearing them. She’d be safe, both from the killer and from any further deepening of the bond that she and Seth shared, a bond that shouldn’t exist.
He wasn’t surprised when at nine o’clock she got up from the sofa and turned off the television and announced that she was going to bed. He felt her questioning gaze on him but he didn’t look up from his computer screen as he murmured a good-night.
He didn’t look up until he sensed that she was gone and had disappeared into the guest room and only then did he realize he’d been holding his breath. He released it on a deep sigh.
Did he want her again? Absolutely. Was he going to follow through on his desire for her? Absolutely not. He frowned and stared at the screen in front of him where he had typed his list of persons of interest. Hell, he couldn’t even call them suspects. There just wasn’t any hard evidence to tie any of them to the murders. They didn’t have enough to ensure the state a foolproof case and no self-respecting district attorney would go forward with what little they had.
He leaned back in his chair and released another deep sigh. Maybe he should call it a night, too. Last night sleep had been in short supply with the two bouts of lovemaking with Tamara.
And when he had finally fallen asleep he’d suffered nightmares of being stuck in sand, unable to save Tamara, unable to move as he heard the scrape of a shovel nearby.
The last thing he wanted to do was force Tamara to face her nightmares and even asking her to see somebody who would actively chase after them broke his heart. But that was Seth the man thinking.
With the growing anticipation of another kill at hand, he had to put his personal feelings aside and become Seth the FBI agent, who was tasked with finding and stopping a killer and using every resource available to him to get the job done.
He shut down his laptop and then got out of the chair and stretched with his arms overhead, working out kinks from sitting too long.
He checked the back door to make sure it was locked and dead-bolted and then walked to the living room to do the same with the front door. After checking it, he moved to the front window and pulled one of the curtains aside to gaze out.
Night had fallen...another night with no answers, no way to stop a killer from following his dark impulses again. He was about to move away from the window when something caught his eye...the figure of a man just behind the streetlamp post across the street.



Chapter Ten
It looked as if he were attempting to hide, to blend into the lamppost itself. Adrenaline shot through Seth. Why would anyone be across the street from this house after dark?
He left the window and as he went through the living room he grabbed his gun from the kitchen table. He didn’t like things that didn’t make sense and it didn’t make sense that somebody was outside watching this house with Tamara inside.
As he approached the back door his heart pounded a hundred miles a minute. Maybe it was the killer, come back to look for a weakness in the house security that he could exploit in order to get to Tamara.
Quietly, Seth unbolted and unlocked the back door and slid out into the hot night air. His gun was a familiar, comforting weight in his hand and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it if necessary.
With the stealth of a stalking cat, he moved slowly around the corner to the side of the house and then to the corner of the front of the house. He peered out and saw that the male figure was still there, although there was too much distance for Seth to specifically identify who he was.
He had no idea if the man was armed or not, but Seth had the element of surprise on his side. With a renewed burst of adrenaline he shot from the corner of the house and across the street. He threw himself at the person and tackled him to the ground as the man yelped in surprise.
Seth instantly got to his feet, the business end of his gun pointed to the man who was facedown on the concrete. “Get up and put your hands above your head,” Seth commanded. “And if you decide not to comply with my orders, then I’ll be happy to shoot you.”
As the man rolled over on his back, Seth stifled a gasp of shock as he looked into the frightened eyes of Sam Clemmons. “Don’t shoot me, man. I wasn’t doing anything.”
He raised his hands above his head, obviously recognizing the deadly intent in Seth’s eyes. “What are you doing lurking around out here?” Seth asked as he motioned for him to stand.
“Nothing, man. I wasn’t doing anything,” Sam exclaimed. Seth patted him down and found no weapons, then indicated he could lower his hands to his sides. “Last I heard it wasn’t against the law to stand on a street corner.”
“Depends on why you chose this particular street corner,” Seth replied.
Sam looked toward the house and then back at Seth. “I just wanted to see her, that’s all. I just wanted to make sure she was really okay.” He shifted from one foot to the other, a look of sheer misery on his features. “I just stood there, you know.” His voice was soft, barely audible. “While you and my friends were digging her out of the sand I just froze. I didn’t do anything to help her. I haven’t seen her since then and I just needed to see...to make sure that she was all right.”
Sam’s shoulders slumped forward and for a moment he just looked like a pathetic kid. “I have nightmares about it,” he continued, his gaze directed at Seth’s feet. “I dream that I’m riding the dunes and I ride right over her face...” He shuddered, as if the image in his head was too horrific to bear.
Seth wasn’t sure what to believe. Sam Clemmons knew the dunes probably better than anyone in town. He’d been at the scene of the discoveries of both Rebecca and Vicki. He was a maladjusted loner who had come from a difficult background. All strikes against him and yet Seth wasn’t sure what to believe about him.
He seemed genuinely distraught about how the events had unfolded on the day Tamara had been found. He also seemed concerned about her well-being, but for all Seth knew he could be a great actor covering his reason for being here.
Sam was right about one thing. It wasn’t against the law to stand on a street corner. He lowered his gun and scowled at Sam. “Go on, get out of here and don’t come back. I don’t want to see you anywhere around this neighborhood again.”
Sam gave a curt nod and then took off running in the opposite direction. Seth tucked his gun into his waistband, raked a hand through his hair and expelled a breath of tense air.
He knew from experience it would take a while for the adrenaline that flooded through his veins to dissipate. He entered the house the way he’d left it, by the back door. Tamara stood in the kitchen, clad in her sexy short pink nightie, her eyes wide as she clutched a butcher knife in one hand.
“Put that away before you cut off your own finger,” he said. “Everything is under control.”
She slowly lowered the knife. “What happened? I got up to get a drink of water and saw the back door open and you nowhere to be found.”
Her eyes still held a hint of panic as she set the knife on the counter. “We had a Peeping Tom of sorts,” he said. “I went outside to see who it was and what he was doing standing just across the street watching this house.”
“Who was it?”
“Sam Clemmons.”
“Wasn’t he one of the guys who found me?” She sank down at the kitchen as if her legs were too weak to hold her upright.
“Yeah, he’s the one who froze and didn’t help dig you out. It appears he’s suffering a bout of guilt over that and just wanted to get a look at you, assure himself that you’re okay.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Do you believe that?”
“At this point I don’t know what to believe. All I know is that I had no viable reason to arrest him and so I told him to scram.” He tried to keep his gaze focused on her face and not drifting down the length of her half-naked body. “Show’s over, go back to bed.” His voice was curt and sounded more like a command than a suggestion.
He could tell that his tone had irritated her by the way she whirled on her bare heels and stomped down the hallway. He felt a moment of remorse, but shoved it aside. It was time to withdraw from her, to remind both himself and her that this was all about a job and nothing more.
He slept on the sofa with one eye open for the remainder of the night and by morning his foul mood had only intensified. She was quiet during morning coffee, but didn’t appear to be mad and somehow that made it worse.
“I’m sorry I snapped at you last night,” he said once they were in his truck and headed for the sheriff’s office.
“It’s okay. I know you’re under a lot of stress.” She flashed him a bright smile. “This wasn’t exactly what you had in mind when you came here for a vacation.”
A night of his time here was far more than what he’d ever expected from a vacation, but he didn’t say that aloud. He didn’t want to think about the night he’d spent with her. “No, it wasn’t what I had in mind,” he agreed. “But I’m glad I was here. Sheriff Atkins would have probably requested some FBI presence anyway. It just made it easier with me already being here.”
He turned into the parking area in front of the sheriff’s office, shut off the engine and then turned to look at her. “I’m thinking of calling in some reinforcements from the bureau. I’ve got a buddy, Mick McCane, who I know recently finished up a case in Arkansas. Maybe he can come out and give us a fresh perspective on everything.”
She unfastened her seat belt and gazed at him somberly. “You know you don’t need to call in reinforcements. What you need to do is find a way to break through my mind, and if that means being hypnotized, then find somebody who can do that for us.”
“Are you sure that’s the way you want to go?” he asked, his heart stepping up his rhythm as he recognized once again what might lie ahead of them...of her.
“At this point I think it’s the only way you’re going to catch the killer. I have to go back, Seth. I have to go back to the moments before I landed in the sand dune. The key to solving the murders may be there and once that’s done we can both get on with our lives.”
And that was exactly what he wanted...wasn’t it?
* * *
THE BREAK ROOM WAS beginning to feel like home and half of the deputies on the force her family. Tamara sat at the table and stared absently at the tiny television that was mounted to the wall in the corner. A morning talk show was playing but she paid it no attention.
It had begun...the distancing from her by Seth. She’d known it was coming, knew it had to happen, but she hadn’t realized just how bereft she’d feel when it began.
The night they had spent together had obviously changed things for him, made him realize things between them were out of control, that her feelings for him were out of control and now he was backpedaling as fast as he could to get on firmer footing.
Despite the constant presence of the officers coming and going, she’d never felt so alone.
It was just after noon when Deputy Billy Broadwick came in carrying a fast-food bag that he set in front of her. “Agent Hawkins told me to get you some lunch.” He sat down in the chair opposite her as she opened the bag. “I got you a chicken sandwich and a side salad. I hope that’s okay. It’s what my wife always orders.”
“It’s fine,” Tamara replied. She liked Deputy Broadwick. The young man was ridiculously in love with his wife, Haley, and they were expecting their first child in a month. “Since you and Haley decided not to learn the sex of the baby, what color did you decorate the nursery?” she asked, eager for any kind of conversation after being alone for so long in the room.
“Yellow. Haley calls it buttercup, but to me it’s just plain yellow. How are you doing? Must be pretty boring just sitting in here day after day.”
She smiled at him ruefully. “Thank goodness there’s a television in here. Otherwise I think I might go stark raving mad.”
“I’ll bet you’re eager to leave this all behind you and get home.”
Tamara opened the wrapping on the chicken sandwich and nodded, because she knew it was the response he expected. But the truth of the matter was she had yet to feel any urgency, any homesickness at all. What did that say about her former life? Had she been unhappy? Lonely?
Deputy Broadwick sat with her while she ate her lunch and they talked about Amber Lake and the Fourth of July celebrations set to occur in the next five days. There was always a huge firework display put on by the town out by the dunes, but he wasn’t sure it would happen this year because of the dunes being closed.
Even though Tamara knew it wasn’t her fault, she felt half-responsible for robbing the town of its annual celebration fireworks. If she could only just remember. Damn her mind for attempting to keep her safe from whatever she’d experienced.
It wasn’t long before Deputy Broadwick had to return to duty, leaving her alone again with only her thoughts.
The fact that Seth hadn’t popped in at lunchtime to check in on her spoke volumes of how far he’d backed off from her. She told herself it was all for the best. It was possible by the time they left here today he’d have the name of a hypnotist who would be able to retrieve the memories she’d repressed.
It was possible within the next day or two she’d have her memories back and would be saying goodbye to the FBI agent who had saved her life...the same man who had stolen her heart.
She moved from the table to one of the two easy chairs in the room. There was also a cot shoved against one wall, she assumed for lawmen who found themselves working overtime and needing a quick catnap.
She eyed it longingly. Boredom made her sleepy and she was bored and disheartened and already grieving the loss of this small town and Seth.
The chair embraced her with comfort and she must have fallen asleep, for she was instantly trapped in a dream. Once again she was in the sand. She knew the sun was high in the sky for she could feel the heat of it on her exposed skin.
She knew she was in trouble, but she couldn’t help herself. Her muscles refused to obey her brain’s commands. She wasn’t just paralyzed from the neck down. Her eyes were closed and as hard as she tried, she couldn’t open them.
I should have never stopped at that rest area just outside town. I should have never lingered to chat with the man walking the cute little dog. Thoughts, regrets, shifted through her head along with the sound of the scrape of the shovel against the sand.
“An ostrich, that’s what you are,” a deep voice sounded from nearby. “You should have stopped him, but you didn’t do anything. You’re nothing but a damned ostrich and you belong in the sand.”
Her mind screamed her terror as she heard the scoop of the shovel and then the plop of the sand falling into place...on top of her...burying her.
No, no, please! Her brain screamed the words her mouth refused to form, and she tried desperately to open her eyes, at least to catch a glimpse of the man who was responsible for her death.
But her eyes wouldn’t open, her mouth couldn’t move, and there was no way to halt the imminence of her untimely death. As she heard the scoop of the shovel once again her mind raced down a rabbit hole, into total darkness.
“Tamara.”
The sound of her name brought her out of the darkness and up off the chair, fight-or-flight adrenaline spiking through her.
“Hey, it’s okay. You were asleep.”
She stared at Seth’s face and she wanted to weep because his handsome features instantly calmed her racing heart, the concern in his eyes immediately pulled her from the dark hole where she’d fallen. “I was dreaming,” she finally said. “Bad dreams about the dunes.”
His eyes darkened. “Then I’m glad I woke you up. It’s almost four. I decided to call it an early day. There’s nothing more I can do here right now.”
She nodded, still a bit dazed from her dream as she followed him down the hallway and out the front door of the building.
“I have the sheriff checking out Sam Clemmons a little more closely,” he said when they were in the truck and headed back to the house. “I told them to see if he or his parents owned any other property around the area. They’ve already checked out his place, but his family might own an old farmhouse or acreage just out of town.”
“Let’s hope they find some answers,” she replied. “I laid out some hamburger to defrost this morning so I’ll make a meat loaf for dinner.” She paused a moment, playing over her dream in her mind. “He called me an ostrich.”
“Who did?” Seth shot her a quick glance.
“The man who buried me. He called me an ostrich and said I belonged in the sand.” Her heartbeat accelerated as she consciously willed herself back to the nightmare he’d pulled her from.
She saw Seth’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Was it just part of a crazy dream or do you think it was a real memory?”
“Definitely a memory,” she replied. “I don’t know how I’m sure about that, but I am. And something else, I think he took me from the rest area outside town. I remember stopping there and I remember a man with a dog.”
She could feel the tension that suddenly wafted off Seth as he pulled into the driveway. “Is there a rest area outside town?” she asked, sudden doubts making her wonder if it was just a dream or a true memory.
“Five miles outside the city limits on the north side. It’s a little park area with bathrooms and a place to walk your dog.” He shut off the engine and his eyes glowed with excitement. “If we know he took you at the rest stop, then we have the initial crime scene and hopefully that’s where we’ll find some kind of evidence.”
He was out of the truck before he’d finished speaking. “I need to talk to Atkins. We need to get his crime scene deputies out there immediately.”
Tamara got out of the truck and hurriedly followed after him. Maybe this was truly the break they needed to solve the case. Perhaps the killer had been careless at the rest area and there would still be some evidence there.
Once they were in the house Seth immediately got on the phone and Tamara busied herself preparing the meat loaf and then popping it into the oven. She found a box of scalloped potatoes, followed the directions on the back of the box and stuck them into the oven, as well. All she needed to do was add a can of green beans and dinner was complete.
Seth had disappeared into his sister’s bedroom and she could hear that he was still on the phone, coordinating whatever search was about to take place.
He was gone almost an hour and by that time Tamara had pulled both the potatoes and the small meat loaf from the oven and had the green beans simmering on the stove.
“We’ve got everyone ready to head to the rest stop. Want to take a ride?” he asked.
She should have known that he’d want to be in the thick of things. Not only was it his job, but it was always who he was as an FBI agent, as a man. She glanced helplessly at the food and then back at him. “Just let me cover things up—we can microwave it later—and then I’ll be ready.”
She wasn’t ready. Minutes later as she got into the truck with Seth, she could feel the excitement wafting from him, but a sense of dread filled her as she thought about returning to the place from her dreams.
It had to be real. She couldn’t have dreamed about a rest stop she’d never been to, and the idea of going back to the first scene of the crime created a tight pressure in her chest. Whatever had happened there had occurred before she’d been found in the dunes.
Did the man with the dog have anything to do with what had happened to her? Or were they just meaningless elements in her dream?
When they got to the rest area would she suddenly remember the face of the man who had tried to kill her? Would she remember those horrifying moments when he’d laid her down and then begun to methodically cover her with sand?
Was she about to come face-to-face in her mind with the Sandman?



Chapter Eleven
Seth was hoping that if her dream was right, then the rest area had been the point of her abduction. Nobody had checked the area because it wasn’t in the city limits and there had been no reason for them to even consider it as having anything to do with the crime.
He hated taking her back, but was hoping that by being there, by retracing some of her steps, she might remember something important.
“I was on my way to visit my Aunt Rose in Tulsa,” she said suddenly.
He looked at her in surprise. “Then why hasn’t anyone heard from your aunt when you didn’t show up there?”
“It was a surprise visit. I hadn’t told her I was coming. I just got up one morning and decided to take the drive and stay with her for a couple of days. She’s not my real aunt...she was a friend of my mother’s and while we aren’t super close, we try to stay in touch every couple of weeks by phone.” Her face was pale, her features filled with tension in the waning daylight.
“Is this too hard on you, Tamara? We can go back to the house if you can’t do this.” He’d hate to miss the initial crime scene investigation, but he’d do it if she wanted to.
“No, I need to do this,” she replied, the force of her words at odds with the frailty of her body language, the sheer vulnerability that shone from her eyes.
As he drove he couldn’t help but shoot surreptitious glances at her, trying to gauge her emotions as the miles clicked off. Would the scene of her abduction unlock the last of her memories? And would she be able to handle those memories if they came rushing back?
He realized he was scared for her...afraid for her mental health...afraid for her very sanity.
“An ostrich. Why would he call me an ostrich? Did I see something I shouldn’t have? Or not see something I should have?”
He felt her gaze on him, intense yet bewildered. “I can’t imagine,” he replied. “I wish I had all the answers for you, Tamara. I wish I could shoulder the pain of what you’ve gone through.”
She leaned back against the seat and sighed. “I’m afraid to remember,” she admitted in a small voice.
“What you must keep in mind is that you’ve already endured whatever happened to you and you survived. Your memories can’t hurt you. You’re a survivor, Tamara, and you’ve already lived through whatever your memories bring to you.” He flashed her a forced grin. “You’re tough and I know you can handle this.”
She cast him a wry glance and released a tremulous sigh. “I hope you’re good at reading character.”
“It’s one of my strengths,” he assured her. However, this case had made him doubt that sentiment. In all the people he’d interviewed he’d read both strengths and weaknesses but he wasn’t sure he’d sensed a psychopathic killer.
Of course, psychopaths were difficult to read because they were so adept at appearing normal. The mask they wore in their everyday life was firmly in place and only slipped when they finally lost control of their impulses and compulsions.
“I think it’s almost over,” she said, pulling him from his thoughts.
“What do you mean?” he asked. Ahead he could see the rest area and the congregation of official vehicles and officers awaiting their arrival.
“I just have this thrum inside me that makes me feel like something is about to happen...something is about to blow.”
So she felt it, too. The ticking time bomb that he’d felt for the past couple of days.
He pulled to the curb beside the sheriff’s car and shut off the engine. He was about to unbuckle his seat belt when she stopped him by placing a hand on his arm.
Her eyes shimmered as she tightened her grip on his arm. “I just want you to know that whatever happened to me was worth it since it brought you to me. I’ll never forget you, Seth Hawkins, and I have no regrets about anything that happened between us.”
An uncomfortable laugh escaped him. “You act like you’re never going to see me again. We’re just going to get out and look around and then we’ll be back at Linda’s to eat that dinner you made.”
She nodded absently, her gaze captured on the brick building that had the men’s restroom on one side and the ladies’ on the other. The whole area was a parklike setting with big shade trees and short walking trails.
“I remember being here,” she said. “I decided to make a quick pit stop here before heading on to Aunt Rose’s house.”
Seth opened his door and she followed suit. As she joined him on the sidewalk in front of where they’d parked he reached for her hand, wanting to support her through this ordeal.
Sheriff Atkins nodded at them both. “We haven’t done anything yet. We were waiting for the two of you to see if Tamara’s memory might be jogged by being here.”
She let go of Seth’s hand and took several steps toward the ladies’ side of the building. “I was here. It was just starting to get dark.” Her voice was faint, as if coming from a dream. “I went inside. There was nobody else around.”
“No cars parked in the area?” Tom asked.
She shook her head. “Not when I went inside. I was the only one here.” She stepped up to the building and placed a hand on one of the tan bricks. She raised her head as if to smell the fresh scent of the nearby pine trees.
Seth wasn’t sure if she was steadying herself by holding on to the building or exploring the surroundings with all her senses. Touch...smell...she was in the moment of memory and he glanced at Tom, indicating that everyone stay quiet while Tamara experienced being here once again.
She closed her eyes and drew in another deep breath. Seconds stretched to minutes and still she didn’t move. Finally she opened her eyes and pulled her hand away from the side of the building, a deep frown cutting into the center of her forehead.
“When I came out there was a man. Even though I was alone I didn’t feel a bit afraid. He was walking a dog, a cute little pup.” She stared at Seth, but he knew she wasn’t seeing him. “I bent down to pet the dog and...and...” A helpless expression filled her face. “And that’s all I remember.”
“Can you tell us what the man looked like?” Tom asked. “Short...tall...anything about him?”
The frown in her forehead deepened. “No. I remember the dog was some kind of a terrier mix, but I don’t remember anything about the man other than I wasn’t afraid.”
“Did you see another vehicle in the parking lot?” Raymond Michaels asked with obvious impatience. “We can’t exactly arrest all the people in town who have cute little dogs. We need something more specific.”
“And you need to back the hell off,” Seth said, a steely strength beneath his soft voice.
“Get the team together and start going through the bathrooms,” Tom said to Raymond. “Maybe you’ll find something specific in there.”
“I’m sorry,” she said miserably. Seth reached for her hand and she grabbed it, holding tight. “I remember the dog, I have no memory of the man. I remember leaning down and touching the soft fur of the dog, but after that my mind is blank.”
“It’s okay, you’re doing the best you can.” Seth wanted to take the haunted glaze from her eyes, to assure her that nobody expected anything from her. She’d lived through whatever had happened to her and that was enough.
“I’ll make sure my men go over this place with a fine-tooth comb,” Tom said. “We’ll check the building and the surrounding area and parking lots. I doubt that the trash has been picked up out here since Tamara was here. We’ll cart it all back to the office and see if our killer threw something away.”
Seth nodded. “I’m taking Tamara back to Linda’s place.” He’d noticed that she’d begun to shiver despite the heat of the night air.
“I was a woman alone in an isolated area. Why wasn’t I afraid to approach the man? Why didn’t I go right to my car and leave?” she asked. But they were questions without answers at the moment.
Her shivering intensified and Seth dropped her hand and instead wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s go home.”
“I was stupid. I let some stranger get close enough to me to take me, to drug me or something and then he took me to the sand dunes and buried me.” Her voice rose with an edge of hysteria. “I heard the scrape of the shovel. I felt the heat of the sun on my face as he buried my body. ‘You’re nothing but an ostrich,’ he said. What does that mean?” She looked to Tom and then back to Seth. “For God’s sake could somebody please tell me what that means?”
Seth squeezed her closer against him. “Come on, honey. Let’s get out of here.” With a nod to Tom, knowing that he and his men would probably work through half the night, Seth led Tamara back to his truck.
It was a long, silent drive back to Linda’s and Seth’s heart ached as he realized she’d pulled into herself, and he wasn’t sure if he should attempt to interact with her or just leave her alone to process whatever was going through her head.
He didn’t want to remind her that when she’d been taken from here she hadn’t been taken directly to the dunes, that there was still another place that must contain horror for her someplace in this small town.
When they reached Linda’s she went directly into the kitchen and began to reheat the meal for dinner. It was as if she needed to do something to keep herself whole and functioning.
It was at that moment, as she stood in front of the microwave, that Seth realized the depth of his love for her. He’d never felt this way about any woman and now he understood why people married, why they took a chance at happily-ever-after even though statistically it seemed as if the odds weren’t in their favor.
His love for her filled him up, swelled in his chest until he felt as if he might explode, but instead he sank down on the sofa with a weariness of spirit.
For the first time in his life he understood what it felt like to love somebody, and if events worked out as they expected she would go back to Amarillo and he would return to Kansas City. All too quickly he would also learn how painful it was to tell that somebody goodbye.
* * *
THEY WERE BOTH QUIET as they ate their meal. Tamara had no idea what was going on in Seth’s head, but in her own was a cluster of emotions and thoughts that battled against each other.
The meat loaf and potatoes couldn’t begin to take away the taste of fear that lingered in the back of her throat as the sensations of being at the rest area played again and again in her head.
There was no question in her mind that was where she’d been taken. Whether the man with his dog had anything to do with her abduction or somebody else who she didn’t remember had come along and taken her, she couldn’t answer. She only knew that standing in the lush grass just outside the building had shot a sense of terror into the back of her throat that she couldn’t quite swallow.
As bad as that was, she felt like an utter failure. She’d remembered so much, being at the rest stop, anticipating the last of her drive to her surrogate aunt’s house, even the man with his little dog. But she hadn’t been able to identify anything about the man. She hadn’t noticed a vehicle in the parking area.
Why hadn’t she been more careful? She was a grown woman, one who rarely took chances of any kind. So why would she allow a strange man to get close enough to her to grab her or do whatever he’d done to her? It didn’t make sense. Nothing about all of this made any sense at all.
It wasn’t until they were finished eating and had moved to the living room that she finally talked to Seth about all that was going on in her brain.
“I’m not a careless woman. I know about personal space and checking my surroundings when I’m out shopping or running errands,” she said. “Yet, I’m positive when whoever took me approached, I felt no danger.”
“Maybe because of the dog?”
She hesitated and then shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve heard the stories of perverts dragging around dogs to entice children and vulnerable women closer to them. There has to be another reason I felt safe enough to let him get close enough to grab me. For all I know the man with the dog had nothing to do with it. Maybe he drove away and somebody else arrived before I got into my car.”
A sigh of frustration escaped her. “I feel like such a failure. I was so sure once the memories started coming back I’d have a face, or at least an impression of the man who took me. But I’ve got nothing. And now you have nothing.”
“That’s not true,” he protested. “We now have the scene of the initial kidnapping. Who knows what the crime scene investigators might find that will lead us to the killer. Tamara, don’t beat yourself up.”
“I can’t help it. I feel so stupid. How did I allow myself to become a victim?”
She grabbed his arm and held tight. “I’m not just scared, but I’m also so angry about it all. I want to find the man who did this to me and kill him, I want to stab his eyes out and bury him in the sand.” Seth pulled her into his arms.
Leaning weakly against him she hit his chest with her fist, an ineffectual blow that caused him no pain but that he knew released some of hers.
She hadn’t shown anger since the moment of her rescue and he considered her rage now to be healthy and healing.
He had no idea how much time passed with her hitting his chest, venting the depth of her anger at an unknown assailant who had forever changed her life. Finally she leaned against him weakly, obviously spent.
He stroked her hair and simply held her. Once again his wealth of love for her buoyed up inside him, tormenting the tip of his tongue in a need to be spoken. But he knew that telling her how he felt about her would only make things worse for them both.
He had no idea what filled her with dread about returning to her home in Amarillo, but sooner than later she’d have to go back and face it—she had to go back to the life she’d had before she’d been kidnapped from a rest area, kept someplace for hours and then buried in a sand dune in a small town where she’d just been passing through.
Finally she raised her face to look at him. The anger was gone, the fear had disappeared and the only expression on her face was naked need and a hungry desire.
“Just one more night, Seth. Make love with me one last time and I won’t ask for anything from you again.”
“Tamara,” he began to protest despite his desire to do exactly as she asked. “We can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this anymore.” He gently shoved against her so that she sat up rather than leaned against him.
Her lower lip trembled but he refused to be swayed by anything she did, anything she said. One of them had to be strong. One of them had to be smart, and it was smart not to get in any deeper than he was, than he sensed she was already.
“I care about you, Tamara. I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about any other woman, but as I’ve told you before, this isn’t real life. You’ve mentioned several times that there is something or someone causing you anxiety whenever you think about going home. You have issues that obviously need to be addressed there.”
He got up from the sofa, his shoulders feeling as if the weight of her entire life rested on them. “I don’t know what your world was like before you were found in the dunes and nothing we do here and now is going to fix it. Only you can do that and it would be foolish for us to continue to pretend that there’s nothing in this world but the here and now, the you and me.”
She gazed down at her hands now folded in her lap. “I know you’re right, but I don’t want you to be right. Be wrong, Seth, for one last night be wrong.”
God, he wanted to make the wrong choice. He wanted to hold her in his arms one last time, to taste the fiery heat of her kisses once more. His body ached with the need to connect with hers, to take her again not only for his own pleasure, but for hers.
But the fact that he wanted her so badly, the realization of how much he loved her made him strong. “I can’t, Tamara. We can’t play at this anymore. It’s getting late and I have a feeling it will be an early morning. It’s best if we just say our good-nights and leave it at that.”
She held his gaze for a long moment, as if hoping to hear a different answer. He broke the gaze, looking beyond her as she finally got up from the sofa.
Only then did he look at her once again. She appeared small and defeated but he knew there was nothing more he could do for her.
“Then, I guess I’ll just say good night,” she said.
He nodded. As she walked down the hallway toward her room, he knew that somehow in the last twenty-five words that he’d said he’d broken her heart.



Chapter Twelve
It was time to go home. As Tamara sat in the break room the next afternoon she knew it was time to say goodbye to Amber Lake and go back to where she belonged.
She couldn’t be any more use to the case and she’d allowed herself to develop a depth of feelings for Seth that obviously had no future. She had most of her memories back now, at least enough of them to return home and pick up what had been her life.
She had no idea what made her feel so anxious about returning to her apartment, but whatever it was, it was time she go back and face it.
Tonight she intended to tell Seth that first thing in the morning she planned to rent a car and go back. She’d eventually make new plans to visit Aunt Rose and would try to put all this behind her. Once there she’d have to deal with her car insurance and get some kind of wheels, she’d need to catch up on her web mistress duties and she’d have to figure out a way to stop loving Seth Hawkins.
It was for the best. There was no reason for her to continue to linger here when she wasn’t helping anyone and each and every minute with Seth would be an exquisite form of torture.
The crime scene investigators had come up with little to show after spending half the night at the rest area. The problem was it was a public place and fingerprints and DNA samples were plenty.
According to the scuttlebutt she’d heard from the deputies who drifted in and out of the break room there was little optimism that the trash cans in the area would yield any clues.
There had been no more mention of her seeing a therapist or a hypnotist and she was convinced that what little she’d been able to give them last night at the rest area was all she had to give.
She couldn’t give them an impression of the man, had no facial features to offer them, and maybe it was because she’d never seen him coming. Maybe the person who had kidnapped her had sneaked up behind her and somehow rendered her unconscious before she’d seen anything about him.
Breakfast had been awkward, the first awkwardness she’d felt between herself and Seth. She didn’t want to hang around until things got worse than awkward.
She hadn’t seen Seth since they’d arrived at the office that morning. Once again it had been Deputy Broadwick who had brought her some lunch and had sat with her and visited for a few minutes before he’d disappeared back to his duties.
As she thought of the night before her cheeks burned with a touch of embarrassment. She’d practically begged Seth to make love to her and she couldn’t even be upset with him for refusing. He’d been right. This wasn’t real life and she had to stop clinging to him, wanting him, pretending that somehow this life with him in Linda’s house in Amber Lake could be real.
Definitely time to go, and hopefully the man who had taken her wouldn’t follow her home. She hoped something would break that would allow Seth and the sheriff and his men to make an arrest within the next couple of days.
Besides, she knew the killer was a local and she had a feeling if she put some miles between him and herself she’d be safe. Unfortunately, that meant he’d turn his attention to another woman.
It was just after five when Seth came into the lounge and it was obvious by the slump of his shoulders, the terse set of his mouth, that nothing positive had happened again today.
He looked bone-weary and she could only imagine the pressure on him and all the others to solve the crime, to put the bad man behind bars.
“How about we stop by the café for some dinner before heading home,” he suggested as they got into his truck.
“Sounds fine to me.” Maybe it would be easier to tell him what she’d decided about leaving in the morning over a meal in a public place. At least then she hopefully wouldn’t have to worry about embarrassing herself by crying or accidentally confessing that she was madly in love with him.
It took them only a few minutes to get to the café and be seated at a table in the back where he ordered the special of chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes and she decided to have the roast beef with vegetables.
As they waited for their meals, they chatted a bit about nothing, the awkwardness that had been between them that morning lingering on.
Again and again her attention was drawn to the sign advertising the caramel pie, her thoughts returned to those moments in the rest area and her brain worked to find any hidden details she could offer Seth as a parting gift. But there was nothing.
“I’m leaving in the morning,” she said, breaking the uncomfortable veil of silence.
He looked at her in stunned surprise. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m renting a car and heading back home. I can’t do anything more here.”
“But there are still things we don’t know. If what you remembered about the rest area is true, then you were abducted around seven or eight at night and yet you weren’t discovered until the next afternoon. We need to find out about those missing hours now more than ever.”
Tamara picked up her glass of iced tea and took a sip and then set the glass back on the table. “I’ve done all I can, Seth.” She didn’t look at him, but rather kept her gaze on the wooden table. “Maybe I’m never supposed to remember that time, maybe my brain will always protect me from whatever happened during those hours. All I know is that it’s time for me to get home. It’s time for Linda and Samantha to have their house back and for me to get on with the rest of my life.”
“Are you sure you’re ready to go back?”
She looked up at him and wanted to fall into the soft gray of his eyes. He cared about her. She knew that without question. She’d never forget that moment when she’d come to consciousness in the sand and her first sight had been those kind, calm eyes of his. It might have been that single second of connection that had made her fall in love with him.
“Ready or not, it’s time,” she replied. “I have clients ready for me to get back to work. If I remember anything else I can always call you. But it’s foolish for me to just hang around here and put off the inevitable.”
“But how will you get home? We haven’t even found your car.”
“That’s what rental cars are for. I’m sure there’s a place here in town or nearby where I can rent a car to get back to Amarillo. Once there I’ll talk to my car insurance company and see what they can work out. As far as I’m concerned, my car is officially a stolen vehicle. I’ll manage.”
He looked as if he wanted to change her mind, but he leaned back in his chair and released a sigh of obvious resignation. “Of course you’ll manage. You’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met.”
As she thought of leaving him, she didn’t feel strong. She felt as weak as a baby, ready to weep with a kind of despair she’d never felt before about a man. She didn’t even remember feeling this way after her divorce from Jason.
Thankfully at that moment the waitress arrived with their meals and the conversation turned to the tenderness of the roast, the richness of his gravy and anything else that had nothing to do with the crimes, the killer or her leaving Amber Lake behind.
An early twilight stole over the area as they left the café. Clouds chased across the sky, portending the possibility of a rain sometime overnight.
“Surely you won’t want to take off if it’s raining in the morning,” Seth said once they were back in his truck and headed to Linda’s.
“I can drive in the rain. All I’ll need your help with is getting a rental car. Once I get home and can get my banking situation straightened out, I’ll make it all right with you.”
“I’m not worried about that. Wally down at the gas station on Main is also part of a chain of rental cars. He’s always got one or two cars available. I’m sure we can get you set up without a problem.”
As much as her heart ached, she knew she was making the right decision. It was time to say goodbye to Amber Lake. It was time to say goodbye to Seth.
They hadn’t been inside the house for long, and Tamara had just gotten comfortable on the sofa, when Seth’s cell phone rang. He listened intently, his features suddenly tense...excited. Tamara straightened up, wondering who the caller was and what they were saying to him.
He listened another minute or two longer. “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” he replied, and then clicked off and slid his phone into his pocket.
“That was Atkins. They believe there’s another body at the dunes, but none of them have moved in to the crime scene location yet.”
Tamara’s heart dropped as she realized another woman had been buried. “But maybe she’s still alive. I was.”
“But your face hadn’t been buried. Apparently all they can see of this person is part of a hand. The good news is they caught Sam Clemmons on his ATV riding away from the scene. Atkins is sure he’s our man. This is the kind of proof we’ve needed. He’s the Sandman and he’s in custody.”
“That’s wonderful!” Tamara exclaimed. At least she’d leave here in the morning knowing that the man who had tried to bury her alive was in jail. She just wished he’d been caught before another woman had died.
“Come on, let’s go. They’re waiting for us,” he said as he strapped on his shoulder holster.
“They’re waiting for you. You go and I’ll spend my time here packing up for the morning.”
He frowned and opened his mouth as if to protest, but she stopped whatever he was about to say by holding up a hand. “You said it yourself, the bad guy is in custody. I’ll be fine here and to be honest, I don’t want to see another crime scene like that.”
His frown deepened. “You’ll lock the doors? Don’t let anyone inside?”
“Of course not,” she replied. “But it sounds like the danger has finally passed.”
For the first time since he’d gotten the call a smile curved his lips. “Yeah and Sam makes sense. He’s been at the top of our suspect list since the beginning. We just needed something to tie him to the burials. Tonight we got our break. He was actually seen fleeing from the crime scene. Now, let’s hope before you leave here tomorrow morning I’ll know what the deal is about you being an ostrich.”
She nodded. “Get out of here. They’re waiting for you.” She could feel his excitement, the need in him to move, to get to the scene.
He left and she carefully locked the door behind him. Alone. Time to pack up and face whatever discordant music awaited her in her real life.
She went into the guest room and realized she didn’t even have a suitcase to pack with the things she’d bought since being here. She grabbed a large black plastic garbage bag from the kitchen and carried it with her back to the bedroom. She had just begun to fill it when the doorbell rang.
Her heart thumped a hard rhythm for a moment even though she told herself that Sam Clemmons was the Sandman and he was in custody, caught at the scene of the latest crime.
She hurried to the living room and moved the curtain aside an inch, just enough that she could see the khaki uniform of Steven Bradley, the lovesick puppy man. She relaxed. He was probably here to do a check-in on Samantha and Scooter.
Tamara unlocked the door and eased it open at the same time Steven offered her a bright smile and opened the screen door. “Hey, Tamara, just wanted to stop by and say hi to Samantha and her new furry friend.”
“I’m sorry, Steven, they aren’t here right now. Samantha and Scooter are staying at her dad’s house for a few weeks.”
“Oh, okay. Maybe I’ll check in with them there. Or, maybe not.”
Before Tamara sensed any danger to herself, she jumped as the sting of a needle plunged into her arm. “Hey,” she exclaimed and stumbled backward a step.
Almost instantaneously her leg muscles collapsed, sending her to the floor in a heap. Trouble. The word screamed in her head. She was in trouble. She tried to move her arms in an attempt to get back to her feet, but nothing was working. She was paralyzed.
“Don’t even try to fight it,” Steven said as he stepped into the foyer and picked her up in his arms just as he probably did wounded dogs. “It’s a special concoction that took me months to perfect. Your heart will keep beating, but you can’t move.”
He carried her out of the house and with a quick glance around the neighborhood he moved to the trunk of his car where he placed her inside and slammed the lid.
Darkness. She smelled the scent of tire rubber, of oil and of impending doom. She was in trouble and nobody knew it because they thought they had the Sandman in custody. But they were wrong.
The Sandman had her in his custody.



Chapter Thirteen
By the time Seth pulled up to the main entrance of the dunes, the last gasp of sun was attempting to shine through the thickening layer of clouds. Within the next thirty minutes or so it would be dark.
He saw Sam Clemmons handcuffed and locked into the back of Atkins’s patrol car. Sam’s quad runner sat nearby. Atkins approached, his face holding a mixture of the same emotions Seth felt at the moment. It was relief and elation that Sam had been caught, mingled with the dread of discovering another dead woman.
“Since we don’t have the funds for fancy surveillance cameras, I’ve had my deputies doing drive-bys here, especially during the nighttime hours. Deputy Michaels did an evening run by here and saw that.” Atkins pointed in the distance where a hand protruded from the sand. “At the same time he saw Sam riding off hell-bent for leather. He went after Sam and got him in custody, then called me to let me know what was going on.”
Seth looked toward where the hand appeared to glow almost translucently in the last pale glow of sunlight. “He didn’t take much time to hide this one. Anyone coming in this way would see the body part. What’s Sam saying?”
“That he had nothing to do with it, that he was just sneaking in a quick ride. He’s sobbing and snotting his innocence all over the back of my car, but him being here again is the kind of coincidence I just don’t believe in.”
Seth thought about the night he’d caught Sam lurking across the street from the house. Apparently he’d been casing out the house, seeking a new entrance in an attempt to grab Tamara. He’d definitely fooled Seth, who’d believed his story about feeling bad because he hadn’t helped dig her out of the sand.
Atkins clapped Seth on the back. “We’ve got him now. He’s not going to hurt anyone again. Finally my town will be rid of the Sandman.”
Seth nodded. “And now I guess it’s time to do the hard part. Find out who his latest victim is. Let’s get photographs of the scene first, especially ones of Sam’s quad and any of the tracks he made in the sand. We’ve only got a few minutes of daylight left—you might want to get some artificial lighting in place and ready.”
“We’re a small town. We don’t have any special lighting for night work, but I’ll see what I can do.” As Atkins left Seth to take care of the initial business, Seth stared out over the dunes and tried not to think about the fact that tomorrow morning Tamara would be gone.
Maybe it was a blessing that she couldn’t remember what had happened to her after she’d been kidnapped from the rest area. Maybe she’d never have to remember whatever happened in those missing hours. Her brain had obviously kept those memories from her because they were too heinous to remember.
There was nothing more he’d like than to explore a true relationship with her, invite her to Kansas City to share his life. But more than once she’d mentioned some unpleasant, unfinished business awaiting her in Amarillo. He couldn’t ask her for a future until she knew all there was to know about her past. There might be something in Amarillo that would halt her from having any kind of a future with him.
Besides, she might get away from this place, away from him and realize that her feelings for him were formed in that single instant of eye contact when he’d pulled her from the sand, that what she felt for him all along was nothing more than gratitude and a sense of safety she’d needed while she’d been here.
He shoved thoughts of Tamara out of his head as Atkins had the deputies park their cars so that their headlights shone directly on the crime scene area.
With feet weighted by dread, Seth and Tom advanced toward the macabre scene where the hand protruded from the sand. Who were they going to find beneath the sand? For sure a brunette. Seth vaguely wondered what brunette had done such damage to Sam that it had turned him into a killer. Did he get a kick out of riding his quad over his own personal cemetery? Were there bodies out here that hadn’t even been discovered yet?
Seth didn’t even want to go there. The idea of this playground for dirt-bike riders and quad runners being a burial pit just beneath the surface made his stomach queasy.
As he waited for everyone to get into place and the photos to be taken, he walked over to Atkins’s car and opened the back door.
“I didn’t do it,” Sam cried. “I was just out here sneaking in a ride before I have to go to work at the bar. It’s been tough since they closed the dunes. I’m, like, addicted to riding.” He bent his head to wipe his nose on his shirt shoulder. “I saw that hand and totally freaked. I was driving away to get to my truck so I could get help when Deputy Michaels came after me. I stopped to tell him, but he threw me down on the ground and cuffed me.”
Sam’s sniffling stopped and his eyes narrowed. “He kicked me in the side a couple of times even though I was down and already cuffed.”
Seth wasn’t surprised and he intended to speak to Atkins before he left Amber Lake about Michaels’s penchant for bullying. But if Sam really was the Sandman Seth could understand Michaels’s added touch of finesse to the arrest. Seth fought his own desire to punch the kid as he thought of Tamara’s face shining up from her sand grave.
“What’s up with the ostrich?” Seth asked.
Sam stared at him in what appeared to be genuine puzzlement. “What ostrich? What are you talking about?”
Sam looked like nothing more than a scared, barely legal-aged kid, and Seth slammed the car door closed, a disturbing uncertainty simmering inside him.
He wanted to believe that Sam was guilty. It made everything so neat and clean. Bad guy caught, case closed and no more danger of horrendous live burials to the women in Amber Lake, no more danger to Tamara.
Desperately, he wanted it to be Sam, but there was just a sliver of uncertainty in his mind about the kid’s guilt. It was just a gut feeling that he hoped was wrong. But when he’d asked Sam about the ostrich, Sam’s look of total incomprehension had appeared so genuine.
By the time he walked back to Atkins, it was time to get closer and check out who, exactly, was buried in this latest murder. “I was thinking earlier that hopefully there aren’t bodies out here that we don’t know about,” Seth said as they walked.
“Bite your tongue,” Atkins replied and a deep sigh escaped him. “I’ll tell you one thing—if there are bodies out here they aren’t locals. We’ve got no missing persons reported in Amber Lake.”
“Tamara was taken from the rest area,” Seth reminded him.
“I know, and hopefully she’s the anomaly and really was the third victim in the beginning of this nightmare. Sam fits the profile for a serial killer. He’s about the right age when they begin to kill, he comes from a bad background and he’s pretty much a loner.”
Seth flashed Tom a terse grin. “That could describe half the men I work with at the FBI.” His grin fell as they drew closer to the hand sticking up out of the sand.
It looked odd...the fingers fatter than normal female fingers. “Something’s not right,” he murmured more to himself than to Tom. As he reached an area close enough to lean down and look closer, he cursed beneath his breath and grabbed the hand. It came loose easily from the sand.
“Hey!” Tom yelped in protest.
“It’s not real,” Seth said. He stood up and held out the detached forearm. “It’s a damn prosthesis.”
He stood up and stepped aside, indicating that some of the other deputies complete the dig to see if anything else had been buried there. His mind raced with suppositions. This had been a well-executed trick. Every law enforcement person working for the town was here.
Heart starting to pound an uneven rhythm of fear, he yanked his cell phone from his pocket and quickly punched in Linda’s phone number.
One ring. Pick up, Tamara, he thought urgently. Two rings. He clenched the phone more tightly to his ear. Three rings. Why wasn’t she answering? Four rings and then the click of the answering machine coming on. Linda’s voice filled his ear with her prerecorded announcement to wait for the beep to leave a message.
“Tamara, it’s Seth. Pick up the phone,” he said when the beep had sounded. He was vaguely aware of Tom stepping closer to him. “Tamara, please, pick up the phone.”
The urgency inside Seth grew to mammoth proportions. Where was she? Why wasn’t she answering him? Because the Sandman had fooled them all. Because she wasn’t there to answer the call. She was with the Sandman.
His heart crashed against his ribs in sheer terror. “He bluffed us. He set it up so that all of us would respond to a body in the dunes so he could get to his real target.” Seth could barely keep the tremble from his voice.
“Tamara.” Tom said her name flatly, as if she were already nothing but another tragic victim in a madman’s game.
“Send somebody over to my sister’s house,” Seth said, although he was certain they would find the house empty...Tamara gone.
He didn’t want to leave here. He needed to think. He needed to crawl into the mind of the clever man who had set up such a ruse to obtain his ultimate goal. He desperately needed to figure out if he had Tamara, and, if so, then where was he going with her? And how long did Seth have left to try to save her life?
Seth had to do what he did best, delve into the mind of a killer.



Chapter Fourteen
If Tamara wasn’t certain she was going to die, she might have found her current situation almost peaceful. She couldn’t move, there was no question of somehow escaping or fighting back. And with final resignation all the missing pieces of her memory came rushing back to her.
Steven had been the man with the dog at the rest area, and she hadn’t been afraid because he’d been wearing his khaki uniform. He’d looked official and respectable and worked for the city of Amber Lake. Why would she have any reason at all to fear him?
She’d made it so incredibly easy for him, bending over to pet the cute little terrier she now remembered seeing in the animal pound. She also realized that when she’d been in the pound and had needed to get out, had felt as if she was suffocating, it had been because on some deep level she’d recognized the scent that had clung to Steven...a scent of dog and heat and feces.
When she’d gone with Seth, Linda and Samantha to the animal pound to pick out Scooter, it hadn’t been her first visit. She’d spent a night and half a day locked in a cage in a back room next to a caged German Shepherd that looked like he’d like nothing better than to tear out her throat.
Each time she’d started to come around, to get the feeling back in her body, Steven would appear to give her another shot, rendering her helpless all over again.
The next afternoon when he’d taken her out of the cage and moved her to the trunk of his car, he’d muttered to her as if she were somebody else...as if she were his mother.
“Just like an ostrich,” he’d said. “Bury your head in the sand, that’s all that you did when he beat me to within an inch of my life. Mothers are supposed to protect their kids, but you just hid your head in the sand and now I’m going to hide your head for you.”
She’d wanted to scream at him, to tell him that she wasn’t his mother, that she’d never done anything to harm him, but she couldn’t speak. Her lips wouldn’t move, her mouth refused to form a single word. She was trapped in her own body with only her brain working overtime.
Along with the memories of what had happened to her immediately following Steven grabbing her came others, as well. Her unhappy marriage to Jason, the final straw that had broken their marriage and finally the reason she’d dreaded going home, the reason for the core of grief inside her.
The casket had been white and barely bigger than a shoebox. The baby had been a little girl, born too early and never having drawn a breath of life.
Grief tore through her and it was impossible to blink away the tears that filled her eyes. It had been that sorrow, along with an abiding loneliness that had filled her apartment in Amarillo, which had made her reluctant to go home.
It had been Seth who had filled up that loneliness, eased any pain that might have been left behind and made her want a future with him, a future filled with all the things that had been absent in her life.
And now it was too late. It was all too late.
The Sandman was going to put her to sleep forever. Her heart beat a slow rhythm despite the fear that filled her as she thought of the scrape of a shovel against the sand, as she thought of the weight of that sand falling first on her feet and legs, then on her midsection and finally covering her face, smothering her to death.
She wished she’d told Seth she loved him. She wished she’d said the actual words to him. Even if he didn’t love her back, she wished she had given him the gift of knowing that he was deeply loved.
Too late. Now it was all too late. She hoped it wouldn’t be him who found her. She hoped he wouldn’t frantically dig in the sand to find her, to try to save her when it was evident she was gone. She didn’t want his last image of her to be her dead body.
She forced her thoughts away from Seth and to her current situation. Steven was driving relatively slow, an occasional bump shifting her body. The last bump had shifted her into a position where something sharp poked her in the back, but there was no way for her to move into a more comfortable position.
Was this what it had been like for Rebecca Cook and Vicki Smith? What had been their final thoughts as they’d been driven to their deaths? Had they entertained regrets? Clung to happy memories? Or simply wished for another bump to allow their body to get more comfortable?
The car slowed and the whine of asphalt beneath the tires was replaced by something softer and more bumpy. The dunes? Surely he wouldn’t take her there. That’s where Seth and Sheriff Atkins and all his men were working a crime scene.
But Seth had mentioned at one point or another that there was more than one way into the dunes and that the area was big enough that it couldn’t all be seen by mere eyesight, and by now it was surely dark. Nobody would see him bury her.
Tears once again filled her eyes and fell down the sides of her cheeks as the car came to a stop and the engine was cut. No more time. She’d heard that drowning was a relatively painless death. What about drowning in sand? She had a feeling it was going to be a terrible way to die.
The trunk lid opened, the small light inside radiating out enough that she could see Steven’s face. The smile on his lips read of pleasure, but the darkness in his eyes spoke of the need for revenge.
I’m not your mother, her brain screamed inside her head. Please Steven, don’t do this. Don’t kill me for any sins you think your mother committed. I didn’t commit them. She tried to put all those emotions into her eyes as he bent over and picked her up in his arms.
“Time for the ostrich to bury her head, just like you did when I was little and Dad was beating the hell out of me,” he said as he began to walk.
She could hear the whisper of sand beneath his feet and the terror inside her peaked to where she wished she’d lose her mind, prayed that her heart would stop beating before she heard the very first scrape of the shovel against the sand.
He bent down and dropped her onto the grainy surface and then walked away. They were at the dunes. Someplace, perhaps not so far away from where Seth and the other lawmen were working. If only she could just scream, if she could just crawl, but she could do neither.
“Let’s get this show on the road,” Steven said from nearby and she heard the first rasp of the shovel against the sand and she knew he had begun to dig her grave.
* * *
IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for Seth to get the information that Tamara wasn’t at Linda’s place and the front door had been standing wide open.
She was with him. The Sandman. He’d already directed several of the deputies to get in touch with Henry Todd and with Jerome Walker and Ernie Simpson, the other two young men who had been with Sam when Tamara had been discovered.
Raymond Michaels was officially off Seth’s suspect list. He couldn’t be here and with Tamara at the same time. The one thing Seth refused to do was run out of here half-cocked, with no specific suspect and no known location in mind.
He knew the key to the whole thing was an ostrich. That memory that Tamara had of the perp calling her an ostrich held the key to the killer’s identity.
There was no way he could run fast enough to catch a person he didn’t know; he couldn’t knock on doors and try to gain answers. The time bomb had exploded and if he didn’t figure something out fast, Tamara would be dead.
Ostriches. As he paced across the sand, he considered what he did know about the oversize birds. They were too big to fly. They could kill a man with a kick of their powerful legs. He frowned. What else? There had to be something else.
With each tick of his heart, with every blink of his eye, he felt as if time had run out and Tamara was gone and when he thought about that the absence of her nearly cast him to his knees.
Darkness had fallen complete across the dunes, the only lit area being the main entrance where the deputies’ car headlights provided illumination.
Ostriches. Don’t bury your head in the sand. The descriptive saying jumped into his consciousness. “Don’t bury your head,” he muttered aloud. He’d heard that somewhere recently. Where? Where had he heard something along those lines?
You’d be surprised by how many people just bury their head in the sand. It had been at the animal pound. Steven Bradley. Thoughts flashed through Seth’s brain, processing like a minicomputer. Steven in his official uniform would appear safe to a woman alone. Steven had access to a dozen different dogs...dogs to walk in a park...dogs to lure a woman closer.
Seth remembered how the dogs had silenced at Steven’s command, how the little terrier had instantly rolled over on his belly when Steven had approached. Had the little pup been looking for a belly scratch or had he been showing complete submission?
The killer liked power and who better to have power than an animal control officer who wielded authority over cage after cage of helpless animals?
“Steven Bradley,” Seth said to Tom as the sheriff approached. “I think it’s Steven Bradley. Get somebody to the pound and to his house. See if he can be found at either place.” Seth spoke at warp speed, his brain still processing.
“What should I do about Sam?” Tom asked.
“Cut him loose...no, wait.” The killer had a pattern. Like an ostrich. Bury their heads in the sand. Seth shot a glance out into the darkness of the dunes beyond where they stood.
“Hold him in custody,” Seth said as he hurried toward Sam’s quad runner. He heard Sam shout a protest through the closed car window as Seth started it up with a roar.
How cunning, to have all the law in town gathered right here while the Sandman completed his work in another area of the dunes. It was the kind of in-your-face thing that Steven would enjoy...just like leaving the little pile of sand behind when he’d tried to break into Tamara’s bedroom.
Seth gunned the engine, grateful that the machine had twin headlights. He powered them on and then began the search, certain in his heart, certain in his very soul that Steven was here someplace with Tamara. The only thing he didn’t know for certain was if it was already too late.



Chapter Fifteen
Tamara wished the stars were out. As she lay unmoving on her back, listening to the sounds of her grave being dug she wished there were stars twinkling down on her, a full moon to witness the very last moments of her life.
Steven had been silent as he dug, the scuff of the shovel against the sand a rhythmic white noise as she focused on the last thoughts she wanted in her mind when he buried her.
Seth. She wanted to be thinking about being wrapped in his arms as her feet were covered with sand. She wanted to fantasize that it was his weight covering her as the sand weighed down her middle. She wanted to remember the glow of his eyes, the taste of his lips as the sand finally fell over her face and she drew in her final breath.
She’d been afraid to embrace her love for him fully because of her feeling of something hanging over her head back home. But now she remembered what that something was and realized there was nothing holding her back from loving him completely and forever.
She would die loving him.
Her heart squeezed tight in her chest as the sound of the digging stopped and Steven’s face loomed over hers. “Time for bad mommies to face their punishment.”
He crouched down beside her and even though the only light source came from a flashlight he held in his hand, she could see the madness that radiated from his eyes. “You shouldn’t have pretended that you didn’t see when he beat me with that belt, when he broke my nose. You shouldn’t have buried your head in the sand when he twisted my arm until I screamed, when he kicked me so hard I couldn’t walk for two days.”
Tears oozed from her eyes and she realized they weren’t only tears for herself, but also for the little boy Steven Bradley had been, for the torment he’d apparently suffered when he’d been young and helpless.
He’d obviously been a victim of an abusive father and a mother who wouldn’t protect him, but that didn’t excuse the choices he was making now. That didn’t excuse the fact that he was trying to heal his past by killing innocent women.
He’d become a monster and now the monster was about to strike and she couldn’t move a muscle to stop him. As he grabbed her arms and began to drag her across the sand to the pit he’d prepared, terror blasted through her head. Seth, her brain cried out. She brought into focus in her mind a picture of him smiling, that crazy, sexy grin that filled her with warmth.
She hung on to the vision as she felt herself fall into the pit and as the first shovelful of sand covered her feet.
* * *
SETH DROVE WITH RECKLESS abandon, seeking a light, a vehicle, something that might give him a clue as to where in the dunes the Sandman was at work.
Was it already too late? So much time had already passed. He couldn’t even be sure how quickly Steven had moved in to take Tamara from Linda’s place. She would have opened the door to him. She would have assumed he was stopping by to check on the dog and see Samantha. There would have been no sense of danger because she thought the Sandman was already in custody.
He couldn’t stand the thought of having to dig Tamara out of the sand again, only this time too late to save her.
The thought of having to dig her up, of never seeing her smile again made his stomach roil as if he needed to vomit. They had to be here somewhere and he had to find them in time.
Back and forth he raced in a gridlike pattern, hanging tight over the bumps, flying over the tops of the dunes as his heart beat a heart attack rhythm.
He’d been riding for only about five minutes or so when it struck him. Deadman’s Bluff. He had a feeling Steven would find it amusing for Tamara to be buried at Deadman’s Bluff after the bluff he’d pulled off with the fake arm.
Seth headed in that direction, praying that his instincts were right and he wasn’t wasting precious minutes going in the wrong direction.
He had to go with his gut instincts; it was all he had left. His heart had been ripped out the moment he’d realized that the hand in the sand was plastic and the Sandman wasn’t seated in the back of Tom’s patrol car.
Although he had a need for speed, he also knew that if he approached Deadman’s Bluff too fast in the dark he’d fly right over the edge and could be seriously injured. Despite the urgency that drummed inside him, he eased back on the gas.
As the bluff approached the clouds momentarily broke up and a faint shaft of moonlight filtered down. In that moonlight, Seth saw him...Steven Bradley in his uniform, a shovel in his hand.
With a roar of rage, Seth jumped from the quad, which continued to race forward and flew off the edge of the bluff. He raced toward Steven and the young man turned, his face radiating a killing rage. Steven raised the shovel and swung it, managing to connect with Seth’s shoulder.
Pain seared up his arm, but the pain was minimized by the fact that he could see Tamara in the sand, her legs covered, but the rest of her sand-free.
He’d gotten to her in time and knowing that numbed the pain and gave him a strength that surged up inside him. But Steven had the strength of madness, of nothing to lose shining from his eyes.
He advanced toward Seth again with the shovel but this time when he swung Seth sidestepped the blow and dove for Steven’s legs. Steven fell to the ground with a grunt and let go of the shovel handle.
Instead he used the end of a flashlight in an attempt to pummel Seth’s head and shoulders. A hard smack to the side of the head had stars dancing in Seth’s head and he realized if he didn’t get control of the situation, there would be a double tragedy tonight.
Seth managed to grab one end of the flashlight and together the two men wrestled. Sand flew into Seth’s eyes, making them burn and tear. Any skin that was bared became quickly abraded by the rough land surface.
He punched Steven, an uppercut to his jaw that snapped his head upward. Steven’s hold on the flashlight momentarily released. Seth threw the light to the side of where they lay, precariously close to the edge of the bluff.
Steven appeared stunned as Seth pulled himself to his knees and went for his gun in the holster. He should have had it out and ready before now, but all he’d been thinking about was finding Tamara alive. Now he had to make sure he lived to keep her alive.
Before he could grab his gun to end the fight, Steven was on him again, punching and kicking as they once again rolled on the ground, first Steven on top of him and then him on top of Steven.
Panic welled up inside him as he recognized that they were so close to the edge of the bluff a single wrong move, a simple half turn would plunge either one or both of them over the edge.
In the distance, sirens sounded. Backup was on the way, but there was no way to guess if they’d arrive in time. Tamara had yet to make a move, which meant some kind of drug still possessed her body and as a light rain began he worried that the sand around her might shift, that she would end up dead despite his greatest efforts.
“She has to be buried,” Steven screamed at the same time lightning slashed the sky and a second later thunder clapped overhead. “She spent my whole childhood with her head buried in the sand. I’m just finishing the job.”
Seth had no idea who he was talking about, but at that moment he bucked and rolled and Steven slid off the lip of the bluff, the only thing visible his fingers digging into the sand to keep him from falling.
A patrol car pulled up and light filled the area. Seth scrambled to the lip of the bluff and grabbed both of Steven’s wrists in an effort to keep him from falling.
Below where Steven hung the quad runner lay on its back, the headlights still on and steam hissing from some ruptured hose.
“Please help me. Don’t let go,” Steven said. There was nothing of a crazed killer in his eyes as he looked up at Seth. He looked like just a scared kid, afraid to fall, afraid to die.
And yet at least two women had met heinous deaths at his hands. He’d tried to kill Tamara. An emotional battle momentarily warred inside Seth’s head.
It would be so easy to just let go. If the fall didn’t kill him it would probably severely injure him. The crime scene photos from Rebecca and Vicki’s murders flashed through his head. The memory of digging Tamara out of the sand was forever etched inside his brain.
Just let go, a little voice whispered inside Seth’s head. Let him die in the dunes where he’d left two women dead.
But Seth wasn’t a murderer, and intentionally letting go would be murder. With all the strength he possessed, he attempted to pull Steven up.
As he worked, he was conscious of the sound of footsteps running toward him and a moment later Tom knelt beside him and together they got Steven onto safe ground.
Tom rolled him over to cuff him while Seth ran to Tamara. The rain had begun in earnest, but he scarcely noticed as he dug the sand away from her legs and then picked her up in his arms.
She was deadweight, the only emotion on her face radiating out from her eyes. Relief and love, they were both there. He held her tight and at that moment Raymond Michaels arrived in his car.
Seth carried Tamara there and once he and Tamara were loaded in the backseat, Michaels took off for the hospital.
“It’s over,” Seth murmured to Tamara. “It’s over and you’re safe.”
Her head gave a barely imperceptible nod as her fingers flexed outward. Seth’s heart jumped as he realized whatever drug she’d been given must be wearing off.
Raymond said nothing on the drive and Seth was grateful for his silence. Seth didn’t want to hear the deputy run his mouth. He just wanted to focus on the woman in his arms, and to listen to the slow even breathing that let him know Tamara was okay.
They were met at the hospital by orderlies and a gurney. Apparently Tom had called ahead to let the hospital staff know that they were coming.
Tamara was whisked away, Michaels left assumedly to return to the crime scene and Seth sank down in a chair in the waiting room, his heart still pounding with residual adrenaline.
She was safe and the case was over. He’d done his job and now the town of Amber Lake would never have to worry about the Sandman again.
The hardest part was yet to come. He loved Tamara, but he intended to tell her goodbye. She had to go home and figure out her life and how this experience had changed her. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that she had changed. Everyone who was touched by murder, by terror, was somehow transformed.
He loved her and he knew she believed herself to be in love with him, but her feelings for him had to be all muddied by this experience. He couldn’t trust that she knew right now if what she believed she felt for him was real.
It was time he cut his losses and run, head back to where he belonged and maybe with time he’d forget about Tamara and his time with her here in Amber Lake.
He’d been seated in the waiting room about an hour when the doctor came out. Dr. Kane took one look at him and frowned. “She’s doing fine, but you look like you need a little cleanup and maybe an ice pack or two.”
“I’m fine. Can I see her?”
“Not until you let me clean you up. One look at your ugly mug and Tamara might go into shock. Come on.” Dr. Kane gestured for Seth to follow him in through the emergency room doors.
Seth followed him to a small cubicle where he winced as Dr. Kane cleaned off his face with an antiseptic swab. “You’re already bruising on the side of your face. Are you dizzy? Feel sick to your stomach?”
“I’m fine. I just want to see Tamara.” He needed to see her, to assure himself that she was really okay.
“She’s being moved to a room for the night. Whatever drug she was given seems to have worn off but I’m keeping her for observation for a night. You know that cut on your chin could probably use a stitch or two.”
Seth couldn’t even remember how his chin had gotten wounded. The fight with Steven now seemed like a distant dream with fuzzy parts he didn’t care to remember. All that mattered was that Tamara was okay.
“I’m fine,” Seth said with a touch of impatience.
Dr. Kane stood from his little stool. “Okay, she’s in room 124.”
With that information Seth was out the door and hurrying down the hallway. He just needed to make sure she was all right. He now understood the need that had driven Sam the night he’d been standing across the street from the house...the need to assure himself that she really was okay, that the sand hadn’t swallowed her whole.
There were still unanswered questions. What had driven Steven to do what he’d done? What kind of drug had he used on the women and where had he kept them before taking them to the dunes? But Seth didn’t care about that. With Steven in custody, Tom and his team would soon find the answers to those questions.
Apparently Tamara had already had a shower for she looked clean and comfortable and was clad in a blue-flowered hospital gown. She smiled as he entered the semidark room. “My two-time hero. I have to admit I was starting to get worried out there on the dune. What took you so long?” Although her voice was light, her eyes held the darkness of that time when she’d been alone with Steven on the dunes.
“Oh, you know, I had to change my shirt and give myself a quick shave. Heroes have standards to uphold.”
“Looks like you shaved a little too close,” she replied. He sat in the chair next to her bed and she automatically reached out her hand for his.
He hesitated a moment before taking hers, but when her fingers curled around his, he felt the connection deep in his heart. “You scared me,” he finally said, speaking around the large lump that had formed in the back of his throat.
“I was scared for me,” she replied. “I was foolish. I opened the door to him. I just assumed he was there to visit with Samantha and Scooter and then he stuck me with a needle and I went down.”
“None of us suspected Steven. He wasn’t even on our radar. It was just dumb luck that I found you when I did.”
She finally let go of his hand and propped herself up higher in the bed. “How did you find me? What made you realize it was Steven?”
“The ostrich thing.” He explained to her how he’d figured it out and that he knew Steven would be someplace on the dunes to complete his job.
“It was his mother,” Tamara said. “He blamed his mother for not protecting him from his abusive father and he was burying her over and over again. When I was in his trunk and he was driving me to the dunes, all my memories came rushing back.”
He listened as she told him what she remembered of the night she’d spent in the animal pound and couldn’t imagine the horror of that time.
“I also thought of what has kept me from wanting to go home,” she said.
“And what’s that?”
“Grief and self-pity.” He raised an eyebrow in curiosity and she continued. “My apartment was filled with it for the past two years. I’d buried myself in loneliness, wallowed in the grief of a lost child.”
“A lost child?” He reached for her hand once again, unable not to touch her in some way as she spoke of the trauma in her past.
“Jason wasn’t particularly happy when I got pregnant after we’d been married for almost a year, but he seemed to resign himself to the fact that he was going to be a father. There were already cracks in our marriage, but like so many fools I thought maybe a baby would help, that somehow we’d be better as a family than as a couple.”
He felt the tension in her fingers as a deep sadness filled her beautiful eyes. “Something happened in my seventh month, the doctors aren’t sure what, but the little girl that I carried died. They induced labor and I gave birth to her and then picked out a casket for her to be buried in.”
Seth’s heart ached with her pain, although there was no way he could feel the depth of agony such an experience would produce. “I’m sorry, Tamara.”
For a moment her eyes shimmered with tears and then she swallowed hard and seemingly willed them away. “It was a tough time, but the worst part was that I knew deep in my heart that Jason didn’t really grieve the loss, that I thought he was more relieved than sad. I filed for divorce the very next day. I moved out of our house and into the apartment and brought all my pain, all my grief with me and I never really moved past it. That’s why I didn’t want to go home, because there’s nothing there for me.”
She looked at him expectantly, but he knew he couldn’t allow himself to get caught up in the emotion of the moment. He let go of her hand and stood, needing to distance himself before he did something they both might regret.
“Now you can go home and build a better life for yourself. You’re such a strong woman, Tamara. It’s time to let your grief, your fear and all of your baggage go and learn to live with happiness.”
Her gaze remained locked with his, and she went so still it was as if she was once again drugged. He knew what she was thinking, that there had been no offer of anything for them in his words. He took a step toward the door.
“Will I see you tomorrow?” she asked as she raised her chin.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “Tom will be in to see you and wrap up all the details. I’ll make sure he has all your things from Linda’s place. I’m not sure when I’ll leave to head back to Kansas City. Maybe it would be best if we just said our goodbyes now.” His chest hurt, as if her arms were wrapped too tightly around him.
“I don’t want to say goodbye...ever,” she said, her eyes simmering with emotion. “I’m in love with you, Seth.”
Her words were like a knife in his heart. He didn’t want to hear them. He didn’t want to know them. He definitely didn’t want to embrace them as real.
“Tamara, I care about you deeply, but I’ve never made any promises. We both knew this...us...was just a temporary thing. I’m built to travel alone and you need to go home and face whatever demons haunt you there. Find happiness, Tamara, that’s what you deserve.”
He didn’t wait for a reply, but hurried out of the room. He made it almost to the front door of the hospital before he sagged against the wall, a grief he’d never felt before washing over him. It was the grief of what might have been if they’d met at a different place, at a different time.
When she’d told him about the loss of her baby, he’d wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms, to hold her until the pain inside her stopped, but that was a heart pain that would haunt her on some level forever.
He lingered only a minute and then shoved off the wall and headed for the exit. There would be loose ends to tie up and then he could head back to Kansas City, where he belonged.
It was time for this vacation to be over and for him to somehow reclaim the life he’d left behind...a life without Tamara.



Chapter Sixteen
It had been a week since Tamara had returned to her apartment in Amarillo. Her car had been found in Steven Bradley’s garage, along with her purse containing all of her identification and credit cards.
She now sat at her kitchen table and tried not to think about the man who had consumed her thoughts since returning home.
She hadn’t seen Seth after he’d left her hospital room that last night. Sheriff Atkins had checked her out of the hospital the next morning and then had taken her into his office to get her official statement. Once that had been done he’d taken her to Linda’s house to get her things and then had driven her to get her car from the impound lot.
Just like that it was over. There wasn’t even expected to be a trial as Steven had confessed to everything, including the murders of Rebecca Cook and Vicki Smith.
The first thing Tamara had done when she’d gotten home was write a long, heartfelt note of thanks to Linda and Samantha for welcoming her into their home when she’d had no memories of where she belonged.
After that she kept busy catching up on her web work, cleaning her place with a vengeance and working past the grief of the past so she could begin to find some sort of happiness in her future.
If there was one thing her time with Seth had taught her, it was that she was capable of loving, that she was ready to have the family she’d once dreamed of. The grief of the little girl she’d called Danielle would always be in her heart, but it no longer was an obstacle working against her as she tried to move forward.
All she had to do was forget all about Seth Hawkins.
He was still too fresh in her mind to even begin to think about another man. She still tasted him, still felt his arms around her. Life would be so easy if she could repress her memories of him as easily as she had repressed her memories of Steven Bradley and the horrendous events that had happened to her at his hands.
Seth had thought her love was just gratitude. He’d believed that her love had been born solely due to the circumstances they’d found themselves in, but he’d been wrong.
She hadn’t loved him because he’d saved her life and she didn’t love him because he’d been the one person she’d trusted during the most stressful time of her life.
She’d fallen in love with his charming, sexy grin, with his sense of humor and those gray eyes of his that made her want to fall into them.
Taking a sip of her iced tea, she stared out the window where her view was of a perfect, cloudless blue sky. Seth had told her to go home and find her happiness, but he hadn’t realized that he was an important component of her happiness.
She got up from the table, dumped the last of her tea down the kitchen sink and then went down the hallway to her office. Work. It had been what had gotten her through the loss of her baby, it had taken her mind off her failed marriage and now hopefully it would snatch thoughts of Seth out of her brain.
She didn’t know how long she’d been working at the computer when a knock sounded at her door. Probably the delivery man with the new fancy backlit keyboard she’d ordered.
She opened the door and her breath caught in her chest. He leaned against the doorjamb, clad in a sinfully tight pair of jeans and a white T-shirt that showed off his biceps. As Seth smiled at her, that achingly sexy grin, she didn’t know whether to scream or cry.
He was probably here to tie up something to do with the case, a little voice whispered inside her head. Just because he’s here doesn’t mean he’s here for you.
“What a surprise,” she said, pleased that her voice held none of the tumultuous emotions his very presence wrought inside her.
“I was in the area and thought I’d stop by. Are you going to invite me in?” He raised a dark eyebrow.
“Sure...of course.” She stepped backward to allow him entry. The scent of his familiar cologne wrapped around her and made her remember once again what it had felt like to lie in his arms, to feel so safe and warm.
“Would you like something to drink? I’ve got some iced tea in the fridge.” She led him into the kitchen.
“That sounds good.”
As she went to the refrigerator, he leaned against the doorjamb between the living room and kitchen. “Are you working a case in Amarillo?” She frowned as her hand shook when she poured the tea.
“Nah, I’m finally taking that vacation that I was going to take when I went to Amber Lake.”
“And you decided to vacation here in Amarillo?” She held out the tea and when he didn’t take it from her she set it on the table, her heart beating faster than it should. “What are you doing here, Seth?”
“When my boss told me to take a vacation I thought of all the places I’d like to be and this was it.” He jammed his hands in his pockets, looking oddly vulnerable as he stared down at the floor. “Maybe now that you’re back here things have changed. Maybe you’ve sorted out your emotions now and don’t feel the same way that you did, but I had to come here and find out.” He raised his gaze to meet hers. “Because, honestly, I can’t stop thinking about you, Tamara.”
Her heart that had been beating too fast seemed to stop in her chest as she stared at him, wanting to...needing to hear the words from him.
He pulled his hands from his pockets and shifted from one foot to the other. “I’d decided a long time ago that I wasn’t going to get married, that I didn’t need the hassle that came with love, but something crazy happened to me from the moment I saw you at the dunes so helpless and vulnerable again.”
She took a step toward him. Her heart beat once again rapidly, leaving her half-breathless with sweet anticipation. “Something crazy?” she echoed.
“I didn’t just want you to be safe. I wanted to smell the scent of your hair, taste your lips, feel your body against mine. But more than that I wanted to see your smile and hear your laughter. I wanted you to be the first person I saw each morning and the last person I saw at night. I love you, Tamara, but I understand if...”
He got no other words out of his mouth for she threw herself into his arms and covered his lips with hers. Their kiss was filled with hunger, but also with a tenderness that found any darkness that might have lingered in Tamara’s heart and lit it with fiery warmth.
“Nothing has changed,” she finally said when the kiss had ended. He tightened his arms around her. “I was hopelessly, desperately in love with you when I drove away from Amber Lake and I feel the same way right now.”
This time his mouth captured hers she tasted home and the promise of love and family and future all wrapped up in his kiss. He moved his lips from hers and blazed a trail of fire down the side of her neck.
“Now this is a vacation,” she whispered.
He gave a low, husky laugh. “No, this is so much more.”
She laughed, knowing that this was a vacation that was going to last a lifetime. She was finally where she belonged...with Seth, the man who had saved her from death and brought love and meaning to her life.
* * * * *
Keep reading for an excerpt of Ultimate Cowboy by Rita Herron!
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Chapter One
“This special news report just in—an amber alert has been issued for six-year-old Hank Forte. Hank was last seen at the county fair in Amarillo.”
Brody Bloodworth’s heart clenched as a photo of the boy appeared on screen. The little boy had blond hair, was wearing a black T-shirt, jeans and cowboy boots. He could be one of the kids on the BBL, the Bucking Bronc Lodge he had started for needy children.
But he reminded him more of his own little brother, Will, and launched him back seven years ago to the day Will had gone missing.
Not from a county fair but from the rodeo where he was supposed to be watching him.
Self-loathing and guilt suffused him, once again robbing his lungs of air. He understood what the family of that little boy was going through now. The panic. The fear.
The guilt.
If only they’d kept a better eye on him. If only they hadn’t turned their head for a minute.
What was happening to him? Had he just wandered off? Would they find him hiding out or playing somewhere at the fair? Maybe he had fallen asleep in a stall housing one of the animals...
Or had someone taken him? Maybe a desperate woman who’d lost a child and was out of her mind? A child predator who’d do God knows what?
A killer?
The reporter turned the microphone to Hank’s parents, a couple who were huddled together, teary-eyed and frightened. A second later, they began to plead for their son’s return, and the mother broke down into sobs.
Brody hit the remote, silencing the heart-wrenching scene, but it played over and over in his head. But it wasn’t the Forte family’s cries he heard; it was his own family’s.
His father who’d blamed him from the get-go.
Because it was his fault.
He glanced through the window at the sprawling acres and acres of land he’d bought, to the horse stables and pens and the boys that he’d taken in. All kids who had troubles, boys who needed homes and love and guidance.
But no matter how much he did for them, it wouldn’t make up for losing his little brother.
The clock in the hall struck 6:00 p.m., and he stood, pulled on his duster jacket and headed outside. One of his best men, Mason Blackpaw, and his fiancée, Cara Winchester, were getting married on the ranch in a few minutes. He’d promised he’d be there, and he was happy for his friend, but weddings always made him uncomfortable.
And he’d attended a hell of a lot of them lately. In fact, all of his original investors had tied the knot. First Johnny Long, then Brandon Woodstock, Carter Flagstone, then Miles McGregor, and now Mason.
Yanking at his tie to loosen the choking knot, he glanced at the field to the right where Mason had built a gazebo. Cara had rented tables and chairs and had decorated them with white linens, bows and fresh day lilies.
Half wishing he could skip the ceremony, he started to turn and go back inside, but Mason strode up to the steps of the gazebo then glanced his way with a smile.
Brody forced one in return. He couldn’t let his foul mood ruin his friend’s day.
Still, it was all he could do to put on a congenial face as he took a seat in the back row. Weddings made him think of Julie Whitehead, the only girl he’d ever loved.
The girl he’d snuck off to make out with at the rodeo, leaving his brother alone and unprotected.
In the panicked and horrible days after Will had disappeared, he’d lashed out at Julie. He’d blamed her.
But it was really himself he hated.
Dammit, that news report had stirred it all up again, all the haunting memories. He needed to check the database for missing and exploited children, make sure Will’s information was still there.
Over the years, he’d focused on making sure local law enforcement agencies as well as statewide ones didn’t give up looking. Even all these years later, he still had hope he’d find his brother.
Although that hope was harder to hold on to every day.
Worse, worry over what his brother had suffered ate at him constantly.
Still, he had to know if he was dead or alive.
* * *
SPECIAL AGENT JULIE WHITEHEAD ran her finger over the embossed wedding invitation from Cara Winchester and Mason Blackpaw, then tossed it into the trash. She had worked with Mason on the Slasher case along with Detective Miles McGregor, tracking down a notorious serial killer who’d committed horrific crimes against women. During the case, they’d made friends, but she couldn’t bear to attend the couple’s wedding—not when it was taking place on the Bucking Bronc Lodge.
Not when Brody Bloodworth would probably attend.
After all, he was the founder of the ranch for troubled boys, a project she whole-heartedly admired, but he was also the man who’d broken her heart. Even after seven years, the thought of seeing him again tore her in knots.
Of course, she hadn’t blamed him for hating her after his little brother had disappeared. If it hadn’t been for her selfishness, her eagerness to seduce him away from the rodeo, he would have been with Will, and the little boy never would have disappeared.
She’d never forgiven herself for that.
And she’d made it her sole mission in life to see that one day he was found.
The very reason she’d joined the TBI.
Agent Jay Cord, one of the agents who specialized in missing children cases, cursed as he strode over to her desk. “Dammit, did you hear that another little boy went missing?”
Julie’s lungs tightened. “Hank Forte. I feel so bad for that family.” Memories of the torturous hours after Will’s disappearance flashed back. “Any leads?”
“We’re still questioning all the workers at the fair, but so far nothing.”
She squeezed the stress ball on her desk, knowing the routine all too well. The family was always suspect, a fact that appalled her on their behalf and made her sick at the same time because a large percentage of the time they were guilty.
Next on their suspect list—their friends and relatives. The police and TBI would look into financials, search for motives, the whole time putting out feelers for pedophiles, ex-cons and mental patients. Then the wait for a ransom call. And what to do then?
And if one didn’t come...the terrible realization that their child might be dead. “The parents check out?” she asked.
“So far. Both seem devastated. No financial problems. No custody issues. No enemies that they know of.”
Julie frowned, thinking of all the cases they’d seen. The first forty-eight hours were crucial. Every second after lessened the chances they would find the child alive.
“I’m headed to Amarillo now,” Jay said. “Want to grab a bite of dinner with me on the way? There’s a great Italian place I’ve been wanting to try.”
Julie offered him a smile and considered the offer. She knew Jay wanted more from her than friendship or to be coworkers. But even though she liked and admired him, she didn’t have it in her heart to get involved with him.
Because your heart belongs to someone else.
No...because her heart had been broken, and she wouldn’t take the chance on love again.
Still, maybe she should give him a shot.
Julie stood and reached for her jacket to go with him, but her section chief Lee Hurt, strode in. “Wait a minute, Whitehead. I’ve got another case for you.”
Julie frowned. What could take precedence over looking for Hank Forte?
He strode to her computer, inserted a flash drive, then a second later clicked to open the file. Jay followed, probably wondering if it had to do with the Forte case.
“You’ve been looking for that kid William Bloodworth for years, haven’t you?”
Julie narrowed her eyes. Was he going to reprimand her? “Yes.”
“Take a look at this and tell me what you think.”
Jay leaned closer and the two of them watched as feed from a security camera filled the screen. Two teenage boys wearing dark hoodies walked into a convenience store, combed the aisles until the few customers inside left, then approached the cashier. Their faces were shrouded in shadows from the hoods, but the taller one held a pistol on the clerk, then demanded all their cash.
“Why are we watching a petty robbery?” Jay asked.
Chief Hurt clicked an icon, and the camera closed in on the oldest boy. Julie’s heart began to pound as his face came into focus.
“Oh, my God,” she whispered. “Is it possible?”
Chief Hurt punched another set of keys. “Something about the face seemed familiar so I ran it through our databases, cross-referencing with photos from our missing kids’ files and the facial recognition software program that keeps them updated.”
Julie’s stomach knotted as she watched the computer work its magic. The yearly updates of Will’s picture as he’d progressed in age were displayed first, then a comparison shot of the boy at the convenience store and Will’s latest sketch.
They were so similar her instincts surged to life.
“I can’t believe it,” Julie said, stunned. “We’ve been looking for Will Bloodworth for years, and if this is him, he’s surfaced as a criminal?”
“We think it’s a local gang,” Chief Hurt said. “A group of boys have been robbing stores across Texas.”
“Do you think someone bigger is behind it?” Julie asked.
Chief Hurt shrugged. “Maybe. That’s what we have to find out.”
“I have to tell Will’s brother, Brody,” Julie said. “He...never gave up hope that Will was alive.”
Jay arched a brow. “You’ve kept in touch?”
Julie shook her head, a pang ripping through her. “No, but he sends an email periodically to the bureau asking for updates. He’s kept his brother’s name in front of us to make sure we don’t stop looking for him.”
Chief Hurt crossed his arms. “Cord, take Special Agent Harmon with you to Amarillo to work on the disappearance of the Forte boy. Whitehead, you’re right. Go talk to this kid’s brother, tell him what we’ve discovered.”
Emotions pummeled Julie. She’d waited years for this moment, to be able to tell Brody that she’d found his brother. To somehow make right the wrong she’d done years ago.
“Maybe you can convince him to help us find his brother and bring him in,” Hurt said.
Julie’s chest constricted.
Brody was going to be relieved, even thrilled, to know Will was alive.
But how would he feel when he learned the law wanted him? That once they found him, instead of coming home with him, he would probably go to jail?
* * *
BRODY’S CELL PHONE buzzed just as Mason kissed the bride. Laughter and cheers erupted, and the boys from the ranch shifted, anxious for the food. Miles gave his wife a big kiss, which started a chain reaction with all the happy couples in the audience—once again, a reminder that Brody was alone.
Music echoed from the guitar, everyone cheered and clapped, but his phone buzzed again, spoiling the moment. He glanced at the number, ready to let it roll to voice mail. But then he saw the number on the caller ID.
The Texas Bureau of Investigation.
His heart stopped for a moment. He’d memorized that number long ago.
It might not be about Will, he told himself.
Still, hope surfaced. Along with fear.
He knew good and damn well that the call might mean his brother was dead.
The phone buzzed again, and he headed toward the porch as the preacher introduced Mr. and Mrs. Mason Blackpaw and the couple danced down the aisle toward the reception area.
Gritting his teeth, he punched Talk. “Brody Bloodworth speaking.”
A breath whispered over the line, making him tense. “Who is this?”
“Brody, it’s Julie.”
His breath stalled.
“Special Agent Julie Whitehead from the TBI,” she continued, her voice slightly shaky.
Jesus, he’d heard she’d gone into law enforcement. Even read that she’d helped Mason and Miles find the serial killer who’d been cutting up women the last few months.
Picturing her in that role had been hard for him.
“Brody?”
“Yeah, I’m here,” he said. “Just shocked to hear from you.”
“I’m on my way to the BBL to see you,” she said. “It’s...about Will.”
He closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose to stem the emotions assaulting him. God help him, he had thought he wanted answers.
Now, he wasn’t so sure.
Outside, the festivities continued as Mason and Cara cracked open the champagne. Miles McGregor made a toast in celebration of the new life the couple were starting together. They were happy, smiling, looking forward to their future.
Something he hadn’t done since that horrible day seven years ago.
Finally, he cleared his throat, willing himself to be strong. He’d waited years for this call; he had to know. “You found him?”
“Yes, we think so,” Julie said. “I’ll explain when I arrive.”
“Explain? What the hell does that mean?” All his pent-up anger, guilt and worry churned through him. “Just tell me, dammit, do you know where he is?”
“Not exactly,” Julie said. “Like I said, I’ll explain when I get there.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to ask the question that had tormented him every night since Will had disappeared, but he couldn’t bring himself to.
Not yet.
Julie hung up, and he sat down on the porch swing and knotted his hands into fists and waited. There was no way he could join the celebration right now.
Instead, he watched for Julie’s car, knowing she had the answers that he’d told himself he needed to move on with his life.
Only he’d been kidding himself.
The scenarios that screamed through his head did nothing but make him feel sick inside. And the truth, no matter what it was, couldn’t be pretty or Julie would have told him over the phone.
He had to brace himself for the worst. Trouble was he didn’t know what would be more horrible—finding out his brother was dead, or that he’d been held hostage and abused for years.
* * *
JULIE ADMIRED THE sprawling pastures and riding pens as she drove onto the BBL. She’d read about the ranch in the papers and seen pictures of the main house, cabins, stables, camp activities and counseling services offered by the ranch and had been stunned at what Brody had accomplished.
He’d always been a rough, hardworking cowboy and loved riding and roping, but he hadn’t grown up wealthy. In fact, his mother had died when he was younger and his father had barely kept their small ranch going.
He’d also blamed Brody when Will had disappeared, destroying his relationship with his son. She wondered if they’d made up before his father had died.
If not, she knew that Brody carried that sting with him.
Maybe it was the reason he’d started the BBL.
She’d also followed the story featuring him as one of the wealthiest ranchers in Texas now. He’d worked his way up on other ranches, made some good investments, and accumulated a fortune.
But instead of letting that wealth go to his head, he’d devoted a huge portion of it to this ranch. He’d also become a role model for troubled boys, which impressed her even more.
She watched several quarter horses running freely in the pasture and smiled. The sight of the animals reminded her of her own dreams when she was young.
She’d wanted to be a vet. Had imagined her and Brody marrying and having a small spread and children. And of course, she would take care of the animals.
A deep throbbing took root in her chest and wouldn’t let go. Those had been a teenager’s foolish fantasies.
Again, she glanced at the horses with their beautiful manes dancing in the wind.
Anything to distract her from the task ahead.
And from the idea of seeing Brody again.
God, she had loved him so much.
And he had loved her.
They’d made love and whispered promises to each other in the dark, promises of marriage and family and babies.
Then Will had gone missing and Brody’s love for her had turned to hatred.
Gripping the steering wheel tighter, she tried to ignore the pain that memory triggered. She had survived and become a seasoned agent because of it.
Today was about doing her job.
Still, as the big farmhouse came into view with its sweeping trees and the sunset casting golden hues over the land, her heart fluttered crazily.
Brody and some fellow ranchers donated time and money to the project, funding camps, riding lessons and counseling.
There was no doubt in her mind that losing Will had inspired Brody to start the BBL. After all, he’d suffered some hard knocks growing up, but he’d had a tender side, as well, especially for those less fortunate than him.
God knows he’d saved her from the wrath of her uncle a few times.
Shrugging off those memories, as well, she spotted the remnants of the wedding celebration to the right side of the farmhouse. Once long ago when she’d been an innocent girl, she’d fantasized about her own wedding.
But not anymore.
Will’s disappearance and the horrific things she’d seen on the job had killed those fantasies.
She struggled to catch her breath. And now she had to destroy Brody’s hope that Will would come home safe and happy.
At least he was alive, though. That had to mean something.
She parked, her gaze straying to the front porch of the house and her chest squeezed as she spotted Brody sitting in that porch swing. Seven years had only made him more handsome.
The young boy had become a man, all filled out and muscular. His dark hair was a little longer, nearly brushing his collar, his jawbones just as prominent, his skin a deep bronze from working outside.
He stood as she got out of the car and she swore he’d grown an inch or two in height. She knew every muscle and inch of that skin beneath his chambray shirt, every place that made him moan and sigh with pleasure.
The memory made her yearn to touch him again.
He wore a long duster and a dress shirt indicating he’d been at Mason’s wedding when she’d called. But his somber expression told her he held the weight of the world on those broad shoulders.
Then his gaze pinned her with a look of contempt, and she almost wished she’d let another agent handle this job.
But it was her fault Will had gone missing, and she had vowed to herself that one day she’d find him and bring him back to Brody.
Now she knew Will was alive, she had to keep that promise.
No matter how much it cost her.
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