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Chapter 1
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JUNGLE NOISES FILLED Dalton’s ears. Monkeys chattered, birds sang, insects buzzed. Familiar sounds. Good sounds. Sounds that meant nothing was amiss in this Colombian hellhole. Yet.

He shifted his weight, taking some of the pressure off his injured arm, which didn’t hurt nearly as much as his ass would when his boss found out he’d finagled his way into a detour from the team’s mission.

But it would be worth it once he found Rafael.

Another lead on a client’s long-missing daughter meant Blackthorne, Inc. deployed a team within spitting distance of one of Rafael’s drug plantations, and he’d convinced Blackie to include him.

“You’re forgetting you’re supposed to be dead,” Blackie said. “When you fake your own death, you need to stay off the radar awhile.”

“No reason to rub elbows with anyone who’d recognize me,” Dalton had argued. “Cali’s not the jungle. Rafael doesn’t hang there. We insert, find the target, and we’re out. You’re shorthanded, and I’m available.”

When the lead turned out to be a dead-end, he’d convinced the team to delay their return long enough to check out a trusted source who said Rafael would be inspecting his domain today.

Heat and humidity enveloped him. Sweat dripped from his forehead, down his nose and onto the rotting vegetation where he’d dug in, watching and waiting. He blinked, but made no move to wipe his face. Sooner or later, the drug lord would appear.

Show yourself, scumbag. You’ll pay for all the lives you’ve ruined.

To his left, bushes rustled. A flock of birds screeched, and as one, flapped out of the trees. Barely breathing, Dalton waited. Strained to hear what caused the birds to scatter. He heard nothing but insects. Then more rustling, getting closer.

“Fozzie?” he said into his lip mic, knowing his teammate had the entire area under surveillance.

“Hold tight, mate. Targets approaching. Below you, coming from the east.”

Dalton used the scope on his assault rifle, trying to pinpoint who Fozzie had seen from his perch in the blind on the hill above. Dense vegetation made it almost impossible to spot anything but more dense vegetation. He’d wait until the targets hit the small clearing directly in front of him.

One shot. That’s all he needed. One clear shot and Rafael would be dead. Dalton waited. His finger inched toward the trigger of his rifle.

“Abort. Abort,” resounded from his headset. “Primary target is not, repeat, not present. Targets are not, repeat, not hostiles.”

The whup whup of an approaching helo drowned out the jungle sounds. A hand yanked on his belt. “Intel was compromised. Those are innocents. We’re outa here, Cowboy.”

Dalton scrambled to his feet and raced through the jungle, following Cooper to the waiting helo. His ass was fried. He’d be lucky to get anything but a desk jockey assignment if Blackie didn’t outright fire him.

*****
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“I MIGHT AS WELL WALK in there naked.” Dalton patted his jacket where his semi-automatic Glock 17 should have been. He raised his eyebrows as his partner, Foster Mayhew, gave him an exaggerated once-over.

“Sorry, mate. I think wearing the tux is a smarter move.”

Dalton quelled his rising impatience as Fozzie pulled the Blackthorne Ford Town Car into the line of luxury cars and limousines heading up the hill into one of San Francisco’s wealthiest neighborhoods. They entered the driveway, nearing the valet checkpoint, and a red-liveried kid with spiked hair jogged toward them.

Dalton twisted the rearview mirror and straightened his bow tie. “Whoever invented these monkey suits should be strangled with a cummerbund.”

“You’re the only bloke I know who’d rather hang out in some godforsaken jungle instead of enjoying caviar and champagne while women drool over you.”

“I’m not after drooling women, Fozzie. Rafael’s still out there.”

“Can you quit jonesing for that drug lord for one bloody night? He’s in Colombia. We’re here. We’ll get him another time. Relax. We’re on a civilized assignment for a change. We go in, do what Blackthorne sent us to do, and have some fun.”

Dalton would rather be up to his eyeballs in rattlesnakes than at a fundraising gala. Gala. Why not call the thing a party? “Right.”

“Lose the scowl. You know the drill. Play nice.” Fozzie laughed. “Think of it as another night of torture, and you’ll survive.” He caught Dalton’s gaze with his own. “You do have the goods, right?”

Dalton slapped his pocket. “Yes, sir.” He gave a fleeting nod to the young valet who opened the door as soon as Dalton unlocked it.

“Enjoy your evening, gentlemen,” the valet said.

Dalton paused at the base of the sweeping marble staircase and absorbed the imposing edifice Andrew Patterson, patron of the arts, called home. In the perfectly manicured hedges, tiny lights flickered like the fireflies he remembered from Texas summers. At the top of the stairs, a pair of double doors stood open. Classical music drifted down. Two men in black trousers, white shirts, and red jackets greeted guests.

Too bad there was a metal detector at the door. Kind of spoiled the image.

Fozzie adjusted his jacket and made a futile attempt to tame his unruly mop of brown hair. “You heard the valet. It’s Saturday night. I, for one, intend to take his advice and have a good time. And find someone to have it with.”

Dalton grunted. He shot his cuffs and followed the flow of guests up the stairs. “We look like the damn marching penguins.”

“Ah, but elegant and well-hung penguins.”

The two men smiled at the greeters, exchanged gold-edged invitations for dinner seating assignments, then passed through the metal detectors. Engulfed by a fog of expensive perfumes, Dalton waved off a waiter offering flutes of champagne from a silver tray.

The beginnings of a headache pinched the base of his neck. He stopped and eyed his partner. “Let’s get it over with. I’ll go left, you go right.”

Fozzie snagged a canapé from a buffet table. “No worries, mate. I’ve already spotted my target for some post-party R and R.”

“Let me guess. The woman in black.”

“Not fair. Even odds at a black-and-white ball.”

Dalton scanned the crowd for Fozzie’s likely target. Red fingernails and lipstick on the women, red jackets on the wait staff spattered the room with relief from an endless sea of black and white. “The redhead, right?” Dalton motioned with his chin.

“You know my weakness.”

“Yeah, well once in a while you might try to find one with an IQ bigger than her bra size.”

Fozzie punched his arm. Dalton grimaced and sidestepped.

“Sorry, mate. Arm still sore?”

“Only when some idiot punches it.” He dodged another hit. “I’ll meet you on the west balcony in fifteen minutes.”

Fozzie wrinkled his nose. “With the smokers? Don’t you know secondhand smoke can kill you?” The twinkle in his eyes belied his dead serious expression.

Dalton rubbed his arm. “As opposed to bullets, right?”

Fozzie joined the crowd. Dalton moved in the opposite direction, searching for a glimpse of their host. It didn’t take long. Andrew Patterson commanded an immediate presence. He stood well under Dalton’s six-two, but he projected the illusion of a much taller man. His hair hung in glossy black waves, with the exception of a snowy white streak in front. The ideal showcase for his black-and-white affair. Patterson whisked from group to group, a wide smile revealing perfect teeth. Rarely did the smile reach his pale blue eyes.

Although he considered tonight’s assignment trivial, Dalton regarded the room as if it were any other covert operation, noting entrances, exits, places affording cover. A waiter offered a tray of canapés. As Dalton reached for a sliver of toast topped with smoked salmon, he imagined one of Rafael’s henchmen in the man’s Hispanic features. The waiter smiled, and the image disappeared. Dalton chided himself for being so eager to get back in the field that he saw hostiles everywhere. He counted his blessings that Blackie hadn’t suspended him after what he’d done in Colombia. He popped the morsel into his mouth and continued his surveillance.

At the fifteen-minute mark, he worked his way to the balcony.

An elderly couple sat on a polished wooden bench, more intent on their cigarettes than each other. Fozzie stood at the balcony’s edge, gazing into the distance. An infinitesimal shoulder twitch told Dalton his partner noted his arrival. He stepped beside Fozzie and rested his hands on the stone railing. Below them, the city lights sparkled like the jewels in the room behind them.

“Great view, isn’t it, love,” Fozzie said. He put his arm around Dalton’s shoulders, leaned his head into his chest. “I’m so glad we came.”

The couple stubbed their cigarettes into the sand-filled container and hastened inside through the open French doors.

“It’s okay, Fozz. They’re gone. No need to kiss me.”

“Thank God for that. What did you find?”

“Nothing unexpected. Blackthorne’s floor plans are reliable. Everything’s happening on this floor. I counted six guards dressed like the caterers, but they’re more like traffic cops, keeping people where they belong. Patterson obviously doesn’t want his guests to feel there could be a security problem.”

“Well, that’s one thing in our favor,” Fozzie said.

“What’s bugging me is that the guard at the stairs let one of the waitresses go up with a tray. Means someone’s probably up there.”

“Also means if we have a tray, we might get up there too.”

“Means scamming a red jacket.”

“You’re the pro scammer, mate. Think we should try that route? Kitchen access seems liberal, and no guards in there.”

“As a last resort.” Dalton cocked an eyebrow. “You know—you don’t look so hot.”

Fozzie flashed a cockeyed grin in return. He clutched his stomach. “Yep. Must have eaten a bad shrimp.”

A fanfare blared from inside. The background undercurrent of voices quieted. Dalton and Fozzie hovered in the doorway as people gravitated toward the center of the floor. Andrew Patterson’s voice resonated over the sound system. “Ladies and gentlemen, if I may direct your attention to the far side of the ballroom, please.”

Fozzie and Dalton exchanged glances. Dalton nodded. Without a word, they inched inside, staying close to the walls, skirting the outside of the crowd. The lights dimmed, and a large screen descended from the ceiling.

Satisfied that Red Jacket from the stairs was focused on Patterson’s speech, Dalton snaked his arm under Fozzie’s. “Show time.”

Fozzie put his hand on Dalton’s shoulder, and they staggered toward the staircase.

At the bottom step, Red Jacket put out his hand. “Sorry. The party’s restricted to the first floor.”

Fozzie lurched and groaned. “Oh, man, I’m sick.” He clapped a hand over his mouth. His shoulders heaved.

Dalton put one foot on the first step. “No way to the downstairs johns through the crowd. Mr. Patterson won’t appreciate a guest puking all over his floor.”

The guard shrugged. “Second door on the left.”

Dalton thanked the man as he hurried Fozzie upstairs. Once out of sight, Dalton released his hold on his partner and found the bathroom. He darted inside to turn on the water. When he came out and closed the door behind him, Fozzie waited down the hall, poised at what the floor plan indicated was Patterson’s study. Dalton joined him, and they slipped inside.

Dalton locked the door. “I figure we’ve got until Patterson stops talking before the guard notices we haven’t come back. Let’s hope Patterson’s typical of the fundraising breed—give ’em a microphone and time loses all meaning.” He clicked on a small penlight.

Fozzie pulled out a pair of latex gloves out of his pocket. Snapping his fingers into them, he muttered, “This isn’t the kind of glove I wanted to be wearing tonight. Did you see the hooters on that redhead?”

“Shut up and get going. You might salvage your date yet.”

Fozzie clicked on his penlight and slid into the chair behind the desk while Dalton moved toward the file cabinets on the adjacent wall.

“Um . . . mate?”

Dalton froze at Fozzie’s whisper. He jerked his head around.

“The chair’s warm. I’m thinking we’re not alone in here.”

*****
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MIRI CHAMBERS HUDDLED under the antique mahogany desk, her heart thudding against her ribs like a snare drum. She’d barely managed to shut off the computer and grab her jump drive when she heard voices in the hall. Something about a date. God, with the kazillion bedrooms in this mansion, why would someone sneak in here for a quickie?

“You sure?” another voice whispered.

Even in a whisper, there was no mistaking the gender of the second voice. Male, like the first. Miri closed her eyes and magnified her prayers tenfold. She did not want to think about what might go on while she pretended to be invisible.

Blood drummed in her ears. Footsteps approached. Too late, she realized that when she’d ducked for cover, she’d gone in headfirst, which meant that her butt would be the first thing anyone saw if they checked under the desk. She squished herself into as tiny a package as she could, silently cursing the short skirt the caterer demanded its female staff wear. She wasn’t exactly displaying her greatest asset.

Oh God, a warm hand touched that asset. She jerked away.

“Well, what do we have here? You want to come on out, darlin’?” The voice was deep, warm, and decidedly Texan.

“Stop. Please. I won’t say anything. I’ll stay right here and you can go find a bedroom, and I’ll count to ten, or a hundred, or a thousand, before I come out, so I won’t know who you are. Please?”

The hand withdrew. “What do you think?” the Texan said. “Do you think a bedroom’s a good idea?”

Miri thought he was trying not to laugh.

“Might be interesting, but you’re not my type, mate,” the other man said. “Maybe whoever’s under here is more to my liking. Come on out.”

That voice was definitely Aussie, and definitely meant business.

“Okay,” Miri said. “Please turn off your flashlights.” She slid the tiny jump drive with the computer files she’d copied into her bra. The beams of light disappeared, leaving the green readout on the desk clock the only illumination in the room.

Her brain kicked into gear. Whoever these guys were, they had no business in here either, or they’d have turned the room lights on. Maybe they’d be willing to deal. Footsteps shuffled on the thick carpet, and she thought she heard the door open and close. Had they left?

She scooted back from her hiding place, trying to keep her skirt over her hips. Once she cleared the desk, she scrambled to her feet. The glow from the clock cast the room in shadows. Tugging her jacket back into place, Miri mustered as much dignity as she could and faced the shadowed man perched on the edge of the desk. He was peeking under the plate covers on the tray she’d brought up. She glanced around the room. There was no sign of the second man.

“What do you think you’re doing in here?” she said. “Upstairs is off-limits to guests.”

“My friend wasn’t feeling well. The guard let us up.”

So, Texas was in the room. Aussie must have left. “Yeah, and if you expect me to believe that, I’ve got a winning Internet lottery ticket. Where’s your friend?”

“In the john. I’m sure he’ll return shortly.”

A resounding burst of applause came from below, followed by the opening strains of Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro.

Miri moved toward the door. “I have to go. They’ll be serving dinner.”

Texas blocked her path. “Not so fast, little lady. What are you doing here?”

She planted her feet and put her hands on her hips. “Delivering food to Mr. Patterson’s aunt.”

“Oh, now who’s got the lottery ticket? I suppose dear auntie hangs around under desks?”

“Please. Let me get downstairs. I won’t say anything about you being up here.” She sidestepped and he grabbed her shoulders. He was tall, broad, and smelled like sandalwood. She struggled, but he held her at bay. She went limp in his grasp, put her arms around his waist and he relaxed his grip. With a quick jerk and a brisk heel to his instep, she wriggled away and dashed for the door.

Head high, she strode through the hall. Peering down the stairs, she noticed the guard wasn’t at his post. She trotted down and meandered through the guests into the chaos of the kitchen. With everyone scrambling to get dinner plates to the tables, nobody would notice if she was coming or going. She worked her way through the lines of wait staff and through a side door into a storage closet.

She locked the door and bent over, hands on her thighs and took several deep breaths. She had what she came for, and those two men no longer concerned her. They wouldn’t recognize her. The LED on the clock had given off only enough light to navigate the darkened room. From her brief encounter with Texas, she was certain he’d be dressed like every other man here—in a tuxedo. She’d never pick him out in the crowd. Unless, of course, he opened his mouth, and that slow, honey-rich drawl flowed out. Or he stood close enough for a whiff of his delicious sandalwood scent.

Time for part two. She stripped off the caterer’s uniform and changed into the black ball gown she’d hung in the closet when she arrived. She yanked off the short black wig and fluffed out her light brunette hair so it cascaded to her shoulders. From her evening bag, she retrieved her makeup kit and mimicked the society image, although she felt more like a clown than a woman when she was done. A spritz of perfume, and Miri took comfort knowing Texas wouldn’t recognize her, either.

She slipped the treasure she’d retrieved into the beaded purse and snapped it shut. After exchanging her sensible waitress shoes for strappy stilettos, she took one more deep breath, fixed a smile to her face and stepped out to join the party.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




ROUND DINING TABLES covered in crisp white linen filled four rooms surrounding the ballroom. Dalton found his assigned table and seated himself across from Fozzie. Patterson glided from one room to another, the consummate host. Although others ate with gusto, Dalton had no appetite. Three tables away, Fozzie’s redhead seemed engrossed in animated conversation. Fozzie, undaunted by what would no doubt be a temporary separation, entertained their dowager seating companions with tales from the Australian outback.

Dalton sipped his wine and broke his roll into pieces on his bread plate, all the while eyeing the waitresses, trying to determine which one they’d encountered in Patterson’s study. From their brief contact, he estimated her height at about five-six. A well-rounded rump, he recalled with a faint smile. Feisty. Husky voice, unaccented English. Short hair. Black, or dark brown. He couldn’t rule out Hispanic heritage, which included a fair number of the staff. He eliminated about half the waitresses, but the puzzle of why she was hiding in the study nagged at him. A week’s rations said there was no Auntie Patterson upstairs.

Dismissing the thought as irrelevant to the night’s task, a success even with their minor setback, Dalton resigned himself to getting through the evening until it was safe to leave without calling attention to themselves. Yet despite his best efforts, he couldn’t get the mystery woman out of his mind.

She’d nearly squelched the assignment, and he cringed when he thought what his boss, Horace Blackthorne, would have to say about it if she had. He reminded himself she was an impediment, not a warm female who smelled like a spring breeze, with a voice like she’d spent the night making passionate love. After yet another fruitless scouring of the room, he returned to picking at his meal.

Unable to settle, he excused himself to use the men’s room, taking a roundabout route through the other dining rooms in search of his mystery waitress. No luck. Maybe she worked in the kitchen. If not for Blackthorne’s strict admonition to blend in, he would have checked. Dalton returned to his seat and a waiter set a meringue swan filled with chocolate mousse in front of him. Dalton snapped the swan’s neck and popped it into his mouth. The cloying sweetness half-sickened him.

Fozzie raised his bushy eyebrows. Dalton shook his head. Fozzie shrugged, apparently unconcerned about what happened upstairs, as long as they’d done what they’d come to do.

By nine-thirty, the staff had cleared the dessert plates and refilled coffee cups. Vaguely aware of someone speaking, Dalton faced the source of the voice. The silver-haired woman seated beside him tapped a glossy brochure with an age-spotted hand.

“I’m sorry,” Dalton said. He gave her a polite smile. “My mind drifted. I’m afraid I didn’t hear you.”

“I said, what did you think of Andrew Patterson’s announcement? Did it surprise you as well?”

Dalton threw Fozzie a silent plea for help. The man merely sipped his coffee. The twitch of his eyebrows told Dalton his partner was having too much fun watching him squirm.

“Um . . . yes, I have to say it did.”

“This seems to be such a departure for him. It’s very noble, but also out of character. I’m going to have to think about it a while before I commit.”

“Always a smart thing to do. I agree, it requires some thought.” Dalton reached for one of the fanned brochures in the center of the table, then slipped it into his breast pocket, nodding. “Definitely going to study this some more.”

The woman extended her hand. “I’m Grace Ellsworth.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Ellsworth. I’m Dalton.”

Penciled eyebrows lifted. “Dalton Something or Something Dalton?”

“Just Dalton. I find Mr. Dalton’s too formal,” he said and smiled.

“Oh, you are a rascal. Well, Dalton, I don’t suppose you’d do me the honor of a dance?”

Why the hell not? He figured at least another hour before they could leave. “My pleasure, ma’am.”

“Grace.”

“Grace.” He pushed his chair back, stood, and held out his hand.

Fozzie winked at him and got up, no doubt seeking his redhead. Grace placed her hand in Dalton’s and he guided her through the groups of people heading for the ballroom. Her movements personified her name, carrying him back to those Sunday afternoons in Texas when his grandmother insisted on teaching him and his brothers to dance.

“A man has to be able to do more than ride and rope,” Grandma had said. “You’ll impress many more women on the dance floor than in the rodeo ring.” Dancing with Grace was a trip back to Grandma’s parlor with her scratchy records. Except for the ball gown and diamonds.

Grace tilted her head up at him. “Have you found her yet?”

Dalton’s grip tightened on hers, and he quickly loosened it. “What do you mean?”

“I couldn’t help but notice the way you were searching around during dinner. I can’t believe a handsome man such as yourself would be here alone. Not like me—an old widow with too much time and enough money to be hit for every so-called worthy cause in town.”

So, he’d been that obvious. Dalton cursed inwardly for relaxing his guard. The way to stay sharp was to be on duty no matter what. “No, not really,” he said. “I thought I saw someone I knew when I arrived. I must have been mistaken.”

“You don’t strike me as the type to make those kinds of mistakes,” she said. “When you look at something, you see it, if you know what I mean.” Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Was she more than a rich woman at a fundraiser?

“Tell me why you’re really here,” she said. “You might be wearing a designer tuxedo, but you aren’t like the rest of the guests. And I’ve never seen you at any of these silly functions.”

Dalton kept a smile on his face. “I’m new in town, ma’am, and you’re right. My cousin couldn’t make it tonight, and I’m here in his place.” Not a total lie. Horace Blackthorne was his cousin, a few times removed.

Before she dug any deeper, the music shifted tempo. Grace’s eyes lit up. “I hope you can waltz, young man. It’s my favorite, although nobody’s been able to match my Edgar, bless his soul. The man could float me around the floor like I was an angel on a cloud.”

“I’ll do my best.”

As they danced, her expression turned dreamy. He hoped she was with Edgar in her thoughts.

When the dance ended, her eyes glistened. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“My pleasure. Would you like another?”

She gave a rueful smile. “I think I’d like to remember this one. Thank you, Dalton. I sincerely hope you find whomever you’re searching for.”

“I intend to.” If nothing else, Grace had dumped a bucket of ice water into his pity party. As an operative for Blackthorne, Incorporated, no matter how stupid he thought the assignment, he was on a job. After escorting Grace back to her seat, he scanned the room for Fozzie. Sure enough, he spotted him, entwined on the dance floor with the redhead.

Dalton gazed toward the front door. Only one or two guests were leaving. At the moment, most of the crowd was in the ballroom. He wandered through the main dining room. A few couples sat lingering over coffee and conversation.

Blend in. Mix, mingle, and don’t stay too long with anyone. Be forgettable. His headache settled behind his eyes.

A woman with flowing light brown hair sat by herself at a table nearby. Unlike the majority of the women, she wore a high-necked gown, and she didn’t seem as overburdened with jewelry as so many of the other guests. She also appeared to be several decades younger than most of them. He ambled over and stood beside her chair. “I don’t mean to intrude,” he said, “but if you’re not with someone, would you like to dance? Or can I get you a drink?”

Her eyes widened at his questions.

*****
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AS SOON AS HE OPENED his mouth, Miri knew it was Texas. Had he recognized her? Afraid to study his face, she ducked her head, painfully aware she was blushing. Where was his Aussie boyfriend? Right. As if she really believed the two men were a couple. They’d been up to something in the study, and it wasn’t sex.

He leaned on the back of the chair next to hers. The essence of sandalwood removed any doubt of his identity.

“We’re both a little out of place here, aren’t we?” he said. “Age-wise, I mean.”

She shrugged, trying to ignore the way his drawl heated her insides.

“You didn’t answer my question. Would you like a drink? Or a dance?”

If she recognized his voice, he’d know hers. She shook her head and pointed to her throat. “Laryngitis,” she whispered.

“Ah,” he said. “I have just the thing.” He reached into his jacket pocket and handed her a wrapped yellow candy. “Have a butterscotch. Should soothe the throat.”

Reluctantly, she accepted the sweet. It provided some moisture for her rapidly drying mouth. Hoping she wouldn’t choke on it, she mouthed a thank you.

He flashed a lazy grin. “So, what’ll it be? Drink or dance? You can move your head, right?”

She lifted her chin.

“I take it that’s a ‘yes.’ ”

His eyes were gunmetal gray, the color of the sky right before it rained. Creases at the corners deepened when he smiled, as he did now, and she couldn’t help but return it. What the hell. She held out her hand. Although his touch was gentle, she felt an underlying strength. And calluses. Which didn’t quite jibe with his tailored tuxedo. Thick, dark brown hair curled over the tops of his ears. Her guess was he preferred it short and was ready for a trim. That he hadn’t bothered before coming to the event added to her curiosity. Why had he been invited? Had he been invited? She hadn’t.

She stood and led the way to a corner of the dance floor. When she turned to face him, he cocked his head, and those gray eyes seemed to see her thoughts. She hoped not, because her thinking about him naked would embarrass both of them.

Unlike the last few guys she’d dated, this one knew what to do on a dance floor, and she followed his lead without any trouble. He held her close. Caught up in the music, or maybe because of the second glass of wine she’d drunk with dinner, her mind drifted and she savored the sensation. He made no attempts to talk, apparently accepting her laryngitis excuse. Two dances later, the orchestra took a break.

“Thanks,” he said. “Would you like that drink?”

Common sense prevailed. She shook her head and moved toward the table. She mouthed an “excuse me” and wove her way in the direction of a restroom, afraid to glance back to see if he followed. A set of French doors opened onto a flagstone patio. She stepped into the chill night air, found a path toward the front of the house and asked the parking valet at the top of the driveway if he’d call a cab.

“We have a service, ma’am,” he said. “Will you need someone to deliver your car tomorrow?”

She smiled. “No, that won’t be necessary.”

He gave her a nod and waved a car from a line of black sedans. When it halted at the pickup point, the valet opened the door for her. “Have a good night,” he said. “And there’s no charge.” He stared at the driver as he spoke, as if to make sure he wouldn’t pull a fast one.

“Thank you.” She gave the driver an address and clutched her purse on her lap, wondering how much to tip him. Too little, or too much, and he might remember her. When the car approached the apartment building, Miri gave him a folded ten-dollar bill and slipped out the door as soon as he stopped at the curb. She watched from the lobby until he drove away, then called a cab to take her home.

Half an hour later, in her bedroom in a neighborhood the driver would most definitely remember as totally inappropriate for one of Andrew Patterson’s guests, Miri placed her gown carefully on a padded hanger. Her gown for the night, anyway. Tomorrow it would go back to her sister where it could hang in the spacious walk-in closet with lots of other fancy gowns for company. Tonight it would go slumming with its poor relations in Miri’s cramped reach-in with the warped louver doors that were forever coming off their tracks.

Miri scrubbed off her makeup. She donned an oversized T-shirt, pulled on some thick wool socks, and wrapped herself in an old terrycloth robe. After capturing her hair at her neck with an elastic band, she powered up her laptop and fetched the jump drive from her purse. While everything booted, she fixed a mug of hot chocolate and started a jazz playlist on her iPod.

To the driving rhythm of Dave Brubeck’s Take Five, Miri transferred the files to her hard drive and password protected the folders, mentally thumbing her nose at Patterson for his arrogance in assuming his personal home computer was safe from intruders. Not that she’d noticed an abundance of files in her quick peek. She surmised he kept his work at the office—if he even did that work himself. Probably had a staff of secretaries, assistants, and accountants to do it while he spent his days on the golf course or tennis court.

Nancy’d known about his habit of background checks on people up for positions like Hunter’s. Hell, the investigator’s report was right there in his desk drawer in a yellow file folder clearly labeled Hunter Sanderson.

Cold air found its way through gaps in ill-fitting windows, but with the robe warming her outside and the cocoa warming her inside, Miri relaxed for the first time in the two weeks since her sister had called, panic-stricken.

“I can’t risk it, Miri. You’ve got to help me. Hunt’s up for a fantastic job, working for Andrew Patterson, but they’re going to do a complete background search. On me, too.”

“Why is that a problem? You’ve buried the past long ago. Your identity is secure. You’ve got all the right credentials. College degree, job history, the works.”

“If Hunt finds out I was a resident of Galloway House—”

“After all these years, don’t you think it’s you he loves, not your past.”

“I’m not worried about that. It’s that he won’t get the job, and who knows what else might happen. If we didn’t have this damn anniversary cruise with his family, we’d be there, and I could get a better feel for things.”

“Right.”

Miri hadn’t considered the stratosphere of society Hunter and Nancy inhabited, where it was borderline acceptable to marry a woman who actually worked for a living. But finding out she’d come from lower than middle-class stock, often dodging the law to put food on the table for herself and her little sister, would never fly with Andrew Patterson. Or the rest of Hunter Sanderson’s clan. Which pissed the hell out of Miri. What was wrong with rising above your beginnings?

So, she’d spent tonight playing waitress and socialite. To deny her sister would be like not breathing.

Miri opened her e-mail program and clicked her sister’s address, choosing her words with care.

Welcome home! How was the cruise? Hope you and Hunt had time to enjoy the sunshine—and some moonlight? <g> And thanks for the tip. You were right. Shopping was great. Found exactly what I was looking for. TTYL.

She hit “Send.” That should cover it in case Nancy’s husband read her e-mails.

Sipping the last of her cocoa, she stared at the screen and the icons for the folders she’d downloaded. She wasn’t sure what triggered the impulse to copy them from Patterson’s computer, other than old instincts that said it was always a good thing to have some extra insurance, even if you didn’t know it was insurance when you took it.

Curious, she double-clicked one of the icons and waited for it to open. What would a man with more money than God keep in his computer? Apparently not a list of his investments or a draft of a memoir with instructions for making more money than God. It appeared to be a remodeling job. Basement renovations, it said. A few schematics, something about an air-conditioning system. Updating his servants’ quarters, perhaps. She closed the file.

Sudden exhaustion blanketing her, Miri powered down the laptop and went to turn off the lamp by the couch. The beaded evening bag lay there, open. It would have to go back with the dress. Miri unzipped the interior compartment and dumped everything onto the couch. She sank to the cushion and stared at another reminder of her past, of survival skills she apparently hadn’t left behind. She traced her finger along the smooth leather billfold she’d lifted without thinking.
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Chapter 3
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DALTON AND FOZZIE STOOD in a crowd of departing guests waiting for the valets to ferry their cars back.

“I’ll send the ‘mission accomplished’ e-mail,” Fozzie said. “My money says the boss isn’t going to want the face-to-face until Monday.” He grinned and flashed a scrap of paper with a phone number scribbled on it. “And I’m spending the rest of the weekend with a glorious redhead named Clarissa. I saw you with a classy brunette. You going to be seeing her again?”

Dalton shook his head. “Nope. We never even exchanged names, much less phone numbers.”

“Losing your touch?”

“I told you, I’m not interested. I danced with half a dozen women to pass the time. We’re supposed to blend in, remember. Not be memorable. Besides, I’ve got bigger things on my mind.”

Dalton mulled over finding leads on Rafael while they waited. In twos and threes, expensive cars—predominantly black or silver—hummed to the apex of the driveway, and hard-breathing, red jacketed youths exchanged vehicles for gratuities.

“Pay the man, mate,” Fozzie said when their car arrived.

Dalton reached into his hip pocket. His empty hip pocket. Puzzled, he patted his breast pocket, then the front. Nothing but his butterscotch stash. “Dammit!”

“What?”

“My wallet’s gone.”

“You lost it? You want to go back?”

Dalton replayed the evening, freeze-framing on the short scuffle with the waitress in Andrew Patterson’s study. “That little—” He shook his head. “No. Drive.”

Fozzie slipped a bill into the valet’s hand and levered himself into the car. Dalton slid into the passenger seat, and they followed the curved driveway to the street. Two blocks away, Fozzie pulled over. “You sure you didn’t drop it? Maybe someone picked it up and turned it in.”

“Oh, someone picked it, all right. Right out of my pants while I was in the study and you were turning off the water in the bathroom. The waitress.”

“Well, shouldn’t we go find her?”

“That would violate the ‘blend in’ rule. Besides, the caterers are gone. I’ll call them tomorrow and find our little wench.” Irritated as he was, Dalton admired her for pulling that stunt—and getting away with it. He was really off his game.

“Suit yourself.” Fozzie pulled away from the curb and headed down the hillside. “She get much?”

“Not much cash. Mainly hassle.” He slapped the dashboard. “Shit. Double shit.”

“What now? You said you didn’t have much cash. What else did you have?”

“About the most top secret piece of information out there. I’ll have to kill her.”

Fozzie swiveled his head and glanced at Dalton. “What the hell were you carrying?”

“My HLB cover ID.”

“So? What can she possibly find out from that? It’s got less information on it than a business card. Unless . . . .”

“Right. She’ll know my first name.”

Fozzie’s laughter exploded through the car.

*****
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BY NINE-THIRTY MONDAY morning, Dalton sat at a computer terminal in one of the back offices at the headquarters of Blackthorne, Inc., taking advantage of the access to the Department of Motor Vehicles databases. That Horace Blackthorne hadn’t given up any of his weekend for a formal report reinforced Dalton’s conviction that Saturday night’s assignment was trivial. He struck the keys with unnecessary vehemence.

He’d blown a good hour this morning laying on the charm with the owner of Taste of Heaven, Patterson’s caterer, finally scoring the names of possible employees meeting his vague description. The woman also added it was equally likely she’d hired his mystery woman through a temp agency she used when she needed extra staff.

He sucked on a butterscotch candy as he worked through the catering list, eliminating possibilities, hitting dead ends, noting potential matches. With only names to work from, nothing to narrow the search, it was slow going. Hell, for all he knew, his mystery woman didn’t drive, so searching the DMV lists was a waste of time.

Dalton’s missing ID said he worked for a company called HLB Imports and Exports. Anyone searching would find a tiny office, open “by appointment only,” located alongside a dozen legitimate businesses in a fifteen-story office building. The same building that housed the swank, ultra-modern offices where Blackthorne, Inc. received ultra-rich clients seeking ultra-discreet private investigators and almost-invisible bodyguards. Blackthorne Incorporated’s not-so-public operations, where Dalton actually worked, were headquartered in a field station miles from the city.

Although Dalton wasn’t worried about the waitress discovering his identity from his ID card, he’d rather not have to ask for a replacement. That would entail a report ending up on the boss’s desk, and quite likely an up close and personal ass-chewing.

Dalton had eliminated half the list when the pager at his belt chirped.

Blackthorne with a 9-1-1.

He grabbed his sport jacket and hustled toward the elevator, shoving his notes in the pocket on the way. The boss was ready for the face-to-face report on the gala’s dog and pony show. Maybe he’d tell Dalton what the crazy assignment was all about. Dalton didn’t care. It was over, and time to get back into the field to hunt for Rafael and his drug smuggling ring.

Anticipation rippled through him. He tapped his foot while the elevator numbers lit up in slow motion as he ascended to Blackthorne’s inner sanctum. When he exited the car and strode to the end of the hall, it was like moving through time. Nothing swank and ultra-modern here. The scratches and gouges in the wainscoting had darkened over the decades, in contrast to the brown and green striped wallpaper, which had faded.

Lingering smells of tobacco and floor wax teased Dalton’s nostrils, and he inhaled deeply, the familiar scents both calming and invigorating. He opened the door to Blackthorne’s outer office and glanced around for Fozzie, but didn’t see him. Confident his partner wouldn’t have exposed his gaffe, Dalton smiled for Madeline Scott, Blackthorne’s assistant. As always, she wore a tailored suit. Navy blue pinstripe today, with a pale blue blouse, and the inevitable strand of pearls. A throwback, like this office, although today her silver hair was shorter, in a style much softer than her usual tightly twisted knot.

“Good mornin’, Maddie darlin’. You’re exceptionally lovely today. I like the new look.”

She touched her hair, her eyes widening when her fingers contacted unfamiliar territory. A faint blush tinged her cheeks, and she smiled. “Thank you. My daughter dragged me to a makeover session Saturday.”

“Not much of a challenge, seeing how they had near-perfection to begin with.” Dalton tilted his head to the closed door behind Madeline’s desk. “Is he ready for me?”

“He certainly is.” She pressed a button on the phone and announced Dalton’s arrival. Without waiting for the response, he stepped behind her desk and tapped on the door.

“Enter.”

He twisted the knob and pushed the door open.

Horace Blackthorne sat behind his battered steel desk, poring over the contents of a manila file folder. Dalton took two paces into the room and waited for the ritual to play out.

Blackthorne closed the file folder, gave it a tap, then placed it in the wire box on the corner of his desk. Without raising his head, he removed his half-frame reading glasses, snapped them into a leather case, and slipped them inside his jacket.

“Sit.”

Dalton knew it was an acoustical quirk, but Horace Blackthorne’s deep voice filled the space like a ten-speaker stereo system. He pulled out one of the utilitarian chairs and complied. The man wore an unreadable expression.

“Saturday night?” Blackthorne said.

Dalton plucked a folded piece of paper from his jacket and dropped it in front of his boss. “As ordered. One letter from a Mr. William Bingham, regarding an insurance rider for an emerald bracelet. And in its place, the envelope you gave us.” Fed up with the formalities, he raked his fingers through his hair. “Shit, Blackie. What’s this all about?”

The use of the familiar name sent one of Blackthorne’s eyebrows up a few millimeters. Normally, Dalton reserved the childhood nickname for his distant cousin to non-work related venues.

Blackthorne fixed his gaze beyond Dalton. “A small wager with Andrew Patterson, pointing out he would benefit from a better security arrangement.”

Dalton bit back the curse. “You mean that whole thing was nothing but grandstanding?”

“I prefer to think of it as demonstrating the superior abilities of Blackthorne personnel. Out-of-the-country undercover work incurs significant expenditures. It’s not as if we can hold our own gala to raise funds, considering nobody is supposed to know about that part of the company.” Blackthorne tapped a file folder with his index finger. “I seem to recall numerous requests for upgraded surveillance equipment. Andrew Patterson’s museum contract alone would supplement the budget considerably.”

“Great. We’ve demonstrated our superiority. Good for Blackthorne." He gave an abbreviated fist pump. "Now, I’m ready to put together a team and get back to Colombia. Rafael’s setting up a new string of drug-processing plants. We wipe them out, we make a huge dent in the influx into the States. Don’t you care that people die because of him? And our people have been dying trying to stop him?”

Dalton detected a fleeting twitch of a vein at Blackthorn’s neck. He’d punched a button. Probably the wrong one. He set his back teeth to keep from saying more.

“Loss of life is part of the business, regardless of our personal feelings. We don’t simply chase drug lords on your whim.” Blackthorne’s eyes narrowed. “Or is there a client I’m unaware of?”

Dalton slumped. “No, sir. But damn, we could sneak in and do some serious damage to their drug train. Can’t you tie it to a legitimate op?”

Horace Blackthorne leaned forward and placed his palms on the desk, half-rising. “The way you took it upon yourself to do last week? When you’re sitting on this side of the desk, young man, you can make those calls.”

“Come on, Blackie. You know I can blend in anywhere. There’s got to be a way.”

Dalton waited. Blackthorne’s nostrils flared before he continued.

“For your own good, and the good of Blackthorne, Incorporated, there will be no OCONUS assignments for you for at least three months. You’re becoming fixated and it’s affecting your work.”

The thought of three months inside the continental US jabbed like a knife in Dalton’s belly. He clenched his jaw.

Blackthorne lowered himself into his chair. “I had half a mind to send you on enforced R&R, but Harper needed it more. Consider yourself on domestic investigative detail until further notice.”

Dalton nearly groaned out loud. He knew his frustration flashed on his face like a neon sign. But lying on some beach definitely wasn’t for him. Work was his answer. At least private investigation wasn’t as big a slap as personal security detail, which meant babysitting for spoiled offspring of the too-rich and too-famous.

“Yes, sir.” Dalton stood, prepared to leave before he dug his hole any deeper. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you,” he added, anxious to get back to his search for his mystery waitress.

“You can wait right there.” Blackthorne opened a side drawer and tossed something on the desk. A wallet. A very familiar wallet. The scowl that crossed Blackthorn’s face was definitely not unreadable.

Dalton tried for a smile. “Thanks. I dropped it last night.”

Dalton reached for his billfold, but Blackthorne’s palm slammed on it first. His gaze burned through Dalton like a laser.

“You want to try that one again?”

Dalton kept his spine straight, his chin lifted, even as he wished Scotty would beam him up. He swallowed. “Someone took it, sir.”

“Stop with the ‘sir’ crap. And sit down. Mistakes are one thing, honesty’s another. I won’t tolerate less, and you know it.”

Fire burned Dalton’s neck. He managed to keep his eyes level with Blackthorne’s as he sank into the chair.

“Do you know who took it?” Blackthorne asked.

“Sort of.”

“Elaborate, please.”

Dalton sighed. “A waitress from the catering company. She was in the study when Fozzie and I went to exchange papers. But the lights were off, and I didn’t get a good look at her. I’ve already got a list of personnel from the caterer, and I’ll find her soon.”

Blackthorne picked up a pen and tapped a slow cadence on the desk. “You’re telling me you were in a situation where I expect my people to be diligent and cautious, and you allowed a waitress to pick your pocket? Are you sure you weren’t engaged in some other activity at the time?” He lifted an eyebrow. “I am aware of your reputation, and of Mr. Mayhew’s.”

“Dammit, I’m sorry. You knew I didn’t want to be there, I knew it was some sort of bullshit assignment—and okay, I wasn’t in it one hundred per cent. But when the stakes are for real, I stand by my record. You know how I operate. I’m good. Damn good, but let me do what I’m good at, not this gamesmanship crap.” He’d overstepped the limits, but he didn’t care anymore. “Some little gal lifted my wallet. She got some cash, and my cover ID. It didn’t affect the op. And since it’s been returned, no harm, no foul.”

For an instant, Blackthorne’s eyes softened. “I know this time of the year is hard for you. I don’t want you distracted and getting yourself—or anyone else—killed.”

“I can handle it,” Dalton insisted.

“Saturday night’s slip says otherwise.”

Dalton’s jaw ached from all the clenching. “I need to keep busy, sir.”

“And you will be. But stateside, on investigative assignments. You’ve already missed the important question about your pickpocket.”

Dalton stood there, puzzled, until the answer—or, the question—dawned on him. Shit. Maybe Blackie was right. “How did she connect me to you?”

Blackthorne nodded, obviously satisfied he’d made his point. “Indeed. But I’d like you to meet your next assignment.” He pressed a button on his phone. “Mrs. Scott, we’re ready.”

The door opened. When a woman entered, Dalton stood. If Madeline Scott had spent Saturday having a makeover, this woman must have had a makeunder. No makeup, brown hair pulled back at the nape of her neck. A shapeless sweater a size too big and loose-fitting khaki trousers revealed little of the woman inside. Nondescript with a capital N. His mind whirled through possible reasons she would be hiring a private investigator. Cheating husband? Blackthorne didn’t do that kind of work. And considering Blackthorne’s rates, she didn’t seem the typical well-heeled client.

The woman crossed the room and sat in the second visitor’s chair, the scent of a fresh spring breeze cutting through everything else. Dalton eyed her more carefully.

“Good morning,” she said.

He froze.
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Chapter 4
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MIRI WATCHED TEXAS go from puzzled to slack-jawed when she sat down. He’d connected the dots. A touch of embarrassment, then full-blown irritation.

She smiled. “I’m Miri Chambers. I believe we’ve met.”

He gave her a long, hard stare, all expression erased from his face. “Twice, apparently.” He shoved the wallet in his hip pocket. “Excuse me if I have mixed feelings about the return of my property. I see your laryngitis is better.”

Despite the heat flooding her face, she wouldn’t break eye contact. “Must have been a twenty-four-hour bug.”

“Miss Chambers has proven to be a rather . . . resourceful . . . young woman,” Blackthorne said, “given she was able to return your wallet with so little to go on.”

“No big deal,” Miri said. “I was having trouble sleeping and picked up a James Bond book. When I did fall asleep, something clicked. Sometimes I let my imagination run away with me. Most of it was pure luck. Under other circumstances, I doubt I’d have found Mr. Dalton.”

“It’s just Dalton, Miss Chambers. I trust you’ll remember.”

A heavy emphasis on the Dalton. The Texas accent tempered the threat in his eyes, but perhaps Mr. Blackthorne hadn’t been kidding about Dalton’s sensitivity to his given name. She filed it away as another piece of information.

In the bright lights of Mr. Blackthorne’s office, she took him in. Absorbed him was more like it. Strong jaw, his lower lip fuller than the upper. The broad nose and unruly eyebrows kept him a notch or two below Greek god status. But he was more than the sum of his features. The man was aware of his looks, but obviously comfortable with them. She’d bet he was not the sort who checked his reflection every time he passed a window.

She realized he was waiting for a response. She blinked. “All right, Just Dalton. And I’m Miri.”

Mr. Blackthorne cleared his throat. “Miss Chambers is your next assignment, Dalton. If you’ll excuse me, I have to prepare for an appointment. The conference room on this floor is available so she can brief you.”

Miri watched Dalton’s mouth open as if in protest, then close as he and his boss exchanged glares. Although, to be fair, Mr. Blackthorne didn’t really glare. His face barely changed, but it was obvious Dalton read it perfectly in the instant before his boss slipped on his reading glasses and reached into a wire basket for a file folder.

Tempted to make excuses and leave, Miri knew she would see this one through. When an opportunity fell into your lap—or you happened to find it in someone’s pocket—it was fate, and you went where it took you. She extended her hand.

“Thank you, Mr. Blackthorne. It was good to meet you.”

Mr. Blackthorne raised his head from the papers and took her hand. “I look forward to speaking with you again, Miss Chambers.” He shifted his gaze to Dalton, then back to her. “Good morning.”

Dalton held the door for her and they passed through the outer office. Mrs. Scott picked up her computer mouse and studied the monitor, but Miri caught the quickly suppressed grin.

She hurried down the hall as Dalton lengthened his stride and overtook her. He stopped at a door and flipped down a small sign that said, “Occupied.” He pulled the door open and gestured her inside. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a minute.”

He disappeared the way they’d come. Miri recalled a water fountain and restrooms along the way, and assumed that’s where he’d gone. It was clear enough he had no choice about the assignment—damn, she didn’t like being an assignment. Would he blow off the job, go through the motions and call it quits? For now, she’d give him the benefit of the doubt, but it was a good-sized doubt. Miri crossed to the large conference table and sank onto a padded leather chair, facing the window. In the distance, she could see the Golden Gate Bridge emerge through the fog.

She held her purse in her lap, clutching the leather strap in a stranglehold. Forcing a deep breath, she clasped her hands on the table. Dalton returned, the scent of commercial soap overlaying the sandalwood. He crossed the room to a wall unit and bent to open a drawer. Aware she was staring at him, Miri snapped her head back to the view out the window, but she wasn’t sure it was better than the one behind her.

Dalton tossed a file folder and a yellow lined tablet onto the table and took the seat across from her. From an inside coat pocket, he produced a pen and twisted the cap off. Miri got the impression he was thinking of her neck as he did it.

“All right, Miss Chambers. What is it you want from Blackthorne, Incorporated?” He wrote the date, time, and “Mary Chambers” at the top of the page.

“It’s Miri, not Mary.”

Dalton raised his eyebrows in question.

She shrugged. “Yeah, so I can read upside down. No big deal.”

He drew a neat line through Mary. “Miri. Is that short for Miriam?”

“No. It’s not short for anything.” His gunmetal gray eyes rose from the page, and she felt the uncontrollable urge to explain. “It’s from Star Trek. The original series—with Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock.”

Recognition flashed across his face. He nodded and wrote Miri on the pad. Without knowing why, she liked that he hadn’t simply scribbled out the a and replaced it with an i. Or started a fresh page. He was meticulous, but not extravagant.

“I remember that one,” he said. “The three-hundred-year-old kids, right? And the grups. Kim Darby.”

“Right.” She relaxed at his shift to a more conversational tone. After he noted her address and phone numbers, he set the pen down and leaned back in his chair.

“Okay, Miri,” he said. “I’ll overlook the wallet. How the hell did you find me?”

“I already explained that to Mr. Blackthorne.”

“Humor me, please.”

She inhaled, getting more sandalwood than soap this time. Thank goodness he’d dismissed the wallet-lifting, which avoided her having to lie, which also avoided the explanation of why she was in Patterson’s study, which was fine with her.

“I was really sorry about your wallet. I found your ID, but there was no address or anything, only HLB Imports and Exports. Like I said, I’d been reading some old Ian Fleming, and James Bond’s cover was Universal Exports. I thought about how you were sneaking around in the study and how funny it would be if you were really a spy like James Bond.”

Dalton said nothing, merely nodded, his eyes narrowing.

Her palms grew wet, apparently sucking all the moisture from her mouth. “Do you think I could have a glass of water?”

He shrugged, pushed back from the table and went to the wall unit. Miri watched as he bent to open a lower cabinet door. The man had a great ass, that was for sure. He returned with two bottles of water, screwed the lid off one and set it in front of her. She gulped half the contents. “Thanks.”

He took a quick sip of his water, then placed the bottle next to his tablet. “Go on.”

“Okay, so then I got a call from someone where I work—which is really why I’m here. Are you sure you don’t want me to get to that? They’re kind of connected.”

“I’m more interested in knowing how you got from James Bond to me.”

Because I’m a daydreaming idiot, that’s how.

“First, I called the number on your card. I got a recording saying to make an appointment. But that seemed weird, so I Googled HLB and found an address.”

Dalton took another sip of water.

“Anyway, I came by yesterday morning. I was going to drop the wallet into the HLB mail slot, but there wasn’t a mail slot. And then I saw the directory that showed Blackthorne, Incorporated occupied a lot of office space in the same building.”

Dalton rubbed his fingers across his forehead, as if he had a headache.

“Is this making sense?” she asked.

“I’m listening,” he said.

“Okay. So, I went home and Googled Blackthorne, Incorporated because I was thinking about spy stuff and it was kind of fun trying to see what I could discover.

“I found out Blackthorne did security work and private investigations, which made me wonder—Horace Blackthorne, HLB—you know. Could they be related? And Mr. Blackthorne’s middle name is—”

“Langford. I know.” Dalton seemed less exasperated. She couldn’t be positive, but a smile might be peeking through his gruff demeanor.

“So, I had this fantasy that HLB and Blackthorne were part of some secret agency, which sounded stupid when I thought it through, but I had nothing to lose by coming back this morning—because I really did want to return your wallet.
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