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RAVE REVIEWS FOR CHRISTINA SKYE’S
EXCITING ROMANTIC THRILLERS
CODE NAME: NANNY
“Delightful and memorable . . . another sizzling adventure romance.” —Romance
“A fun story blending romance with intrigue. The characters are hot, and so is the book.” —Hawthorne Press Tribune
HOT PURSUIT
“Sky has hit her stride with this delightful Navy SEAL romance. . . . A compelling story; endearing, well-developed primary characters . . . and sizzling, sensual sex scenes make Skye’s latest a romance not to be missed.” —Booklist (starred review)
“Skye writes briskly and well. The story hums right along . . . and Skye’s descriptions of the California shoreline are marvelously evocative.” —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
“Entertaining, engrossing and jam-packed with action and fun, Hot Pursuit is sure to please fans of romantic suspense.” —Romance Reviews Today
MY SPY
“A joy to read. Brilliant!” —Joan Johnston
“Great romances and thrills are hallmarks of Christina Skye novels, and My Spy fits the pattern to a T. Ms. Skye knows how to blend romance, humor, passion and danger to give readers a thoroughly exciting read.” —Romantic Times
“Fast, entertaining and completely satisfying.” —Terrie Figueroa, Romance Reviews Today
“My Spy has a place on my keeper shelf. It had characters who you so hoped would be able to overcome everything and end up together, with enough exciting action to keep you moving from chapter to chapter without a break.” —America Online’s Romance Fiction Forum
GOING OVERBOARD
“An irresistible and wonderfully sexy romance . . . Fabulous, outrageous fun!” —Joan Johnston
“Sam is the perfect adventure-hero romantic lead, the incredibly fit and smart Annie is his perfect match, and Izzy Teague, a Denzel Washington clone, is also on the scene, providing much-needed security.” —Booklist
“Add this steamy, fast-paced romantic thriller with lots of laugh-out-loud humor to your must-read pile!” —Romantic Times
More praise for CHRISTINA SKYE:
“Christina Skye always serves up the perfect mix of suspense, excitement and romance.” —Rocky Mountain News
“Christina Skye holds you in her grasp until the very last word!” —Romantic Times
“A master of her craft . . . Her superb storytelling and vivid characters will seduce you!” —Virginia Henley
“Christina Skye knows what readers want.” —ABC Worldwide News
“It’s a holiday whenever Christina Skye pens a new love story!” —BarnesandNoble.com
“If you want a page-turner that will keep you awake all night, read Christina Skye!” —WBLY Radio, Dayton, Ohio
“A writer of rare talents.” —Romantic Times
“Y2K mania strikes and 2000 Kisses is the wonderful result. This is Christina Skye at her best.” —Romantic Times on 2000 Kisses
“A great combination of ‘fun’ and reality.” —Rendezvous
“Best story I have had the pleasure of reading in a long time! Alluring, romantic, subtly humorous, and loaded with fun and action, this novel is an instant bestseller! Highly recommended.”—Huntress Book Reviews

prologue
 Something was wrong.
The woman stood unmoving, trying to shake a bad case of the jitters. Closing her eyes, she worked back through every step of her day.
No clear threats. No signs of pursuit or surveillance. But the uneasiness continued. Cold, like nagging fingers that wouldn’t let go.
She checked the nearby playpen. No problems there.
Maybe the weirdness factor of this job was finally getting to her.
Frowning, she pulled out her cell phone and punched in a number. With the movement, a silver badge gleamed briefly beneath her blazer.
“Yeah, it’s Agent Harrison. I just ran a perimeter check and the package is safe. Estimated departure time tomorrow is 0500 hours. Maintain full security at the dock until then.” When her instructions were complete, she ended the call, glancing into the playpen set up near the end of the bed.
The face she saw there made her smile, even though she wasn’t remotely maternal or nurturing, which meant this job was definitely getting to her.
She was about to kick off her shoes, when she heard a knock at the door.
“Portland P.D., ma’am.”
She didn’t answer, moving away from the window, her mind already racing through defensive options.
“Ms. Harrison, are you in there?”
The agent took a deep breath and checked the peephole, frowning. “Give me your name and ID number.”
There was a pause. “John Wilson, ma’am. Badge number 21109. Feel free to check with the station.”
You bet I will. Agent Harrison pulled the playpen closer. As she did, the blanket slipped off the small, sleeping form beneath it.
Smoothing the blanket protectively, she hit the speed dial of her cell phone and spoke quietly. “Izzy? Right, I’m here at the safe house in Portland, right behind the Sunrise Suites. The package is fine, but something is damn strange, because I’ve got Portland P.D. banging on my front door.”
There was another knock, and it was harder this time. “Ma’am, I’m afraid we need you to step outside.”
“Izzy, check the Portland roster for a John Wilson, ID number 21109. Sure, I’ll hold on. The door’s got a dead bolt and I rigged a few additions of my own, but don’t take too much time. Princess will be waking up soon.” The agent glanced at the playpen. The pink baby blanket shifted and a furry face looked back at her.
Big expressive eyes, fresh from sleep. Round dark ears.
“Shhh, honey.” The FBI field agent smiled crookedly. “Aunt Moira is right here and everything’s fine. I’ll get your bottle in a minute.” She heard a burst of static, and then Izzy Teague, one of the finest security operatives she knew, cut back onto the line.
“No go, Harrison. The name’s real, but Wilson’s on sick leave today. Your man’s a fake, and two green vans just pulled up in the back alley. Five people are currently in place, and I’ve got a SEAL team en route, so stay low and do not open the door. I repeat, do not open your door unless the code word is given.”
“Copy that, Izzy.”
The doorknob shook. Something big slammed against the wood, shaking the whole wall.
“Better get a move on those SEALs. My visitors are getting nasty.”
Cool after years of training, the agent checked her field weapon and then lifted a silver-white koala bear out of the playpen, tucking the world’s rarest mammal into a padded Kevlar baby carrier at her chest. As she headed for the stairs to the fortified attic, two bullets hammered the lock on the front door.
“Teague, I’m under attack. Get me that SEAL team pronto.”
She was halfway up the stairs when the window behind her exploded in a shower of glass. Automatic weapons spit angrily from the parking lot, the front door slammed open, and the agent fell backward, her precious cargo cradled at her chest.
Her fingers were struggling with empty air as the room went dark around her.

chapter 1
Ten hours later
Washington State, near
the Canadian border
The wind hit him like an ice pick from hell.
It was a nasty night in a week of nasty nights, but Hawk Mackenzie barely noticed. After twelve years as a Navy SEAL, bad nights were his specialty.
He studied the rugged terrain around him. Layered tracks led across the cliffs and then turned sharply, looping back to the road.
They’d stopped here for a break.
As Hawk maneuvered his powerful off-road motorcycle through ankle-high mud, his encrypted cell phone began to beep.
“Mackenzie here.”
“This is Teague. What have you got?”
“Motorcycle tracks. Probably a dozen or so, but only three sets look fresh. Hold on.” Hawk smiled grimly. “Someone’s been through here recently, Izzy. Thanks to the rain, most of the detail is gone, but I’d say we’re talking three dirt bikes.” He ran a flashlight over the wet, freshly gouged earth. “The tracks heading back to the road appear to be deeper, too. Before they turned around, they picked up more weight.”
Since the man on the other end of the line was one of the government’s finest security operatives, Hawk knew every word between them was being recorded. After the call was complete, every detail would be tracked and analyzed.
“You’re sure they had more weight when they left?”
“No doubt about it.” Hawk pulled out a digital camera and powered up the flash. “I’m running some shots for you now. Maybe you can pull details from the tire tracks. Off the cuff I’d say there are three or four usable footprints here, too, probably from boots.”
Ishmael Teague was silent for a long moment. “I need a field assessment, Mackenzie. Where are they headed?”
The Navy SEAL squinted into the icy rain sheeting down the cliff face. “They know the terrain, Izzy. If I hadn’t been right on top of these tracks, I never would have found them. The tracks appear to be running north, so the obvious answer would be Canada.”
Keys tapped quickly at a computer. “But—?”
“But I don’t buy it. I think they’ll stay local.” Hawk studied the mud, frowning. “They’ll go to ground and try to wait us out.”
Hawk had been teamed with Izzy Teague before, involved in covert missions that required brains, guts and seat-of-the-pants planning, and Hawk trusted the man without reservation.
And trust was something Hawk didn’t give easily.
“So you advise that we scratch our surveillance team in Portland?”
“Roger that.” The SEAL hunched his shoulders against the driving rain, reading the terrain for subtle clues he might have missed. “Put a skeleton force in place for insurance. Meanwhile, I’ll stay up here. Call it a bad ache in my bones, but I think something’s out here.”
Izzy bit back a curse. “I don’t need to remind you that careers—and a hell of a lot of lives—are riding on this mission.”
“No, you don’t have to remind me.” As he spoke, Hawk left his bike and walked in a careful circle, trying to piece together what had happened here.
Three off-road bikes, traveling fast.
Men with heavy boots, staying close to the granite edge so they’d leave few prints.
As his flashlight swept the ground, Hawk frowned. There were no dropped cigarette butts, no water bottles, no candy wrappers. All he found were three partial footprints and several indistinct tire tracks.
Phone in hand, the SEAL squinted out at the gunmetal water below him. “They’re pros, Izzy. This place is clean. If they go to ground and try to wait us out, the weather is on their side. There have to be a thousand coves and inlets where they can hide along the Sound or across the Strait.”
“The weather’s heading downhill, too. I just pulled up the latest satellite maps, and tonight’s winds are expected to top forty miles per hour.”
Hawk said a few choice words under his breath. More dark clouds were already shouldering their way toward the coast.
“It’s your call.” Izzy Teague sounded irritated. “If you think they’ll stay local, maintain your search area. Check in every six hours, and record all information precisely. Heads are going to roll if we don’t recover this package pronto.”
“No need for reminders.” Hawk knew exactly what this mission entailed. As a SEAL, he was used to mantras about national security, but warnings about a scientific debacle and grave medical consequences indicated a whole new threat level. “I’ll hang around here and see if I can find anything else before the rain scours the cliffs clean.”
“Copy that.” Izzy cleared his throat. “How are your ribs holding up?”
“What ribs?” Hawk picked his way slowly over the muddy ground. If he allowed himself to think about it, his pain was constant, despite the top-secret meds the Navy was testing on him.
“The ribs you broke two months ago, Mackenzie.”
“They’re no worse than they were yesterday.”
Which wasn’t saying a hell of a lot.
But Hawk Mackenzie knew this corner of Washington State better than anyone, and he didn’t cave in to pain, so his tone was steady as he walked back to his mud-spattered bike. “Gotta go, Izzy. Wind’s picking up.”
“Keep your search short, and upload those images as soon as you get back to the hotel. If there’s any speck of evidence left, I’ll isolate it.”
Hawk knew this was no idle boast. The man on the other end of the phone could geek one pixel out of a million until you knew names and dates—who, what and why.
“Roger that, Izzy. Signing off now.”
“Keep your powder dry, Navy.”
Hawk stared into the sheeting rain. Staying dry tonight was about as likely as getting laid.
Thirty minutes later more rain was hammering down the cliff, and the last hint of tracks was gone.
Cold and disgusted, Hawk packed up his flashlight and waterproof camera and kick-started his dirt bike. The pain at his side was angry and insistent, like a crowbar going in slowly under the bone, and the sooner he got inside, the better.
Izzy had arranged a suite at a swank hotel along the coast, where Hawk could power up his laptop and upload his high-resolution digital images, then grab a short nap before he headed out again.
But first Hawk had a treacherous ride ahead of him.
A section of the cliff vanished in a brown slide of mud as he toed his bike into gear, all the while struck by the sense that he was being watched. When he finally made his way down the mountain, he was drenched to the skin and covered with mud, his ribs throbbing.
He tried to hide his exhaustion as he shouldered his backpack and strode through the lobby toward his room. Thanks to his carefully nurtured identity as a nature photographer on assignment for a respected travel magazine, there would be no questions about his odd hours or bedraggled appearance. The bored night manager nodded as he passed, and Hawk noticed that the waitress in the lounge off the lobby shot him a glance that suggested intimate possibilities.
But the SEAL’s only concern was the fastest route to his room. All his thoughts were focused on his current assignment, recovering a top-secret donor mammal stolen from a secure location in Portland, leaving two agents dead and two more wounded.
Hawk’s boots squished softly as he left the elevator and checked the hall. When he was certain no one was too close or too interested, he inserted his room key and waited impatiently for the green light to flash on the entrance pad.
Nothing happened.
Damned electronics. He swiped his key card again, controlling his impatience as icy water trickled down his neck. When the red light continued to flash, he inserted a small silver chip in the scanner. Within seconds the light flashed once, then changed to solid green.
Mission accomplished, thanks to Izzy’s latest electronic wizardry.
After pocketing his priceless and highly illicit piece of technology, Hawk stepped inside, where he was immediately hit by the faint scent of perfume. A suitcase stood on the floor next to the closet, and a robe lay neatly folded across the end of the bed, covered by a red silk scarf.
He froze, focused on the off-key singing that drifted down the hall. Only two people knew that he was here and both of them had security clearance at the highest levels. It was impossible that either one would have betrayed his location.
Palming his field knife, he moved silently down the hall toward the shower. Steam drifted past as he put down his knapsack and glanced around the corner.
There was a woman in front of him.
A completely naked woman who was using his shower.
His first thought was that he’d opened the door to the wrong room. Since no electronic lock outside the Pentagon’s E-wing was immune to Izzy’s newest gadget, Hawk silently rechecked the number.
It was his number, and it was his room. What the hell was going on?
He moved back into the shadows, watching the woman lather shampoo into her hair and crank out a hip-gyrating, off-key Rolling Stones classic while hot water pounded over her shoulders. Hawk took a good look at the rest of her body, chin to toe. Even through the steam and the haze on the glass, that part of her looked just as interesting as what he had seen so far.
The woman had amazing legs. Her ass looked pretty damned nice, too, and while he waited for her to turn around, he felt a nudge of desire, which he ruthlessly suppressed.
When she started into a new song, he fingered his cell phone, inching back into the living room.
Izzy picked up on the second ring. “Joe’s Pizza.”
“There’s a woman in my shower,” Hawk whispered. “She looks to be five seven, maybe 140. Caucasian. Black hair.” Bending down, he studied her suitcase. “Initials are E.G. Check the hotel database and see what you find.”
As he waited, Hawk glanced through the closet.
A worn denim jacket. A pair of black jeans. A gray University of California sweatshirt. A pink silk suit with puffy sleeves and a short, tight skirt.
Somehow the jeans didn’t track with the suit.
Hawk frowned. He was about to go for her purse when Izzy came back on the line.
“Hotel records show a new person registered in your room. Her name is Elena Grimaldi. No other information is available via the hotel computer.”
“If she’s here, where am I supposed to be?”
“You were moved to a different wing about two hours ago. It could be a computer error.”
“Yeah, and I could be Time magazine’s Man of the Year.” Hawk cradled the phone, watching the hall to the shower. “What do you have on this Grimaldi woman? Is she a foreign national?”
Keys clicked rapidly on a keyboard. “No sign of any passport registered in that name entering the U.S. in the last six months.” The keys clicked again. “The IRS has nothing available on that name either.”
“So she’s an illegal?”
“Looks like it. She’s got no driver’s license, no car or health insurance.” More keys clicked. “Whoa—I just brought up a credit card. Only one. Strange that there’s nothing else in that name.”
A fake identity, Hawk thought grimly. Someone was baiting a nice mousetrap for him with a wet, willing and very attractive female body.
The singing halted. A towel slid over the shower door and vanished. “Gotta go, Izzy. Keep on digging.”
“Will do. Watch your back, pal.”
Hawk broke the connection. The field knife was still hidden at his jacket sleeve when he sat down in the shadows, exhaustion forgotten. He’d give his intruder five seconds to start explaining who the hell she was and why she was in his room. If he didn’t like what he heard, he’d start eliciting answers in the most direct way. Naked or not, gorgeous or not, the woman was a simple military objective as far as he was concerned.
Down the corridor, the shower door opened. Watching the mirror nearby, Hawk saw steam billow out into the airy bathroom. She worked at her tangled hair with a comb, mouthing an old Beach Boys tune, and with every movement her towel hitched up, offering him an excellent view of long legs and wet, gleaming skin.
A moment later she disappeared. Water ran in the sink, and bottles slid across the vanity. Hawk stood up, his back to the wall, as fabric rustled next door.
When she finally reappeared, a dry towel covered her damp body and her hair lay thick and dark on her shoulders. Big white cotton balls were stuck between her toes and she walked carefully, rubbing some kind of cream on her bare arms.
Certain that no weapons were visible, Hawk picked his moment and shot forward, spinning her hard. Her lips worked but she didn’t make a sound. No protests or screams emerged. He felt her body tense, shock merging with panic.
And then her eyes went blank, almost as if she were about to faint. The oldest dodge in the book, he thought grimly.
“Who are you?” she rasped.
He didn’t answer.
She took a shuddering breath. “Are you from Kelleher’s office?”
Hawk shook his head once.
“Did Isaacson send you?” Her voice was squeaky and tight.
He filed the names away in his memory on the slim chance she had revealed two of her contacts. He decided the greed angle would work best, and he was about to offer her triple what the others were paying, when he noticed a container leaning against the corner of the bed. Made of reinforced mesh with heavy black nylon straps, it resembled the carriers used for medium-size dogs.
Or for a priceless, genetically engineered government lab animal.
Hawk checked the floor. There was no sign of movement, but a smart operative would have hidden the animal immediately.
Outside in the night, lightning cracked and wind hurled itself against the small balcony. Hawk decided it was time for answers. “Where did you hide it?”
Her eyes widened. Then she dug her nails into his shoulders and began to scream.
Hawk cut her off with one hand clamped across her mouth. He was cold, wet and disgusted. His ribs hurt, his mood was getting nastier by the second and he wasn’t inclined to be patient.
He turned her slowly so that he could check the whole floor behind the bed, conscious of his orders to guard the missing animal at all cost. As a SEAL, he was fully prepared to give his life to guarantee that safety. Anyone who got in his way would be immobilized, male or female.
Something stabbed him hard in his side, just below his ribs. He grunted at the sudden wave of pain burning from his old wound. His hand loosened slightly, and in a second she shot past him. She was struggling with the front door when Hawk spun her around and shoved her against the wall beside the open door.
“Where is it?” he growled.
She didn’t answer, fighting furiously.
“Where did you put it?”
“Where did I put what? When I tell Isaacson about this, you’ll be fired. I don’t care about the deadline or any other instructions they gave you.”
So she knew about the deadline to recover the animal?
But there was something too pat about the explanation.
Hawk scowled as she managed to wedge one bare foot in the open door. Down the hall two men emerged from the elevator, and any minute the damned female was going to create a scene, which was the last thing the government needed.
“Move your foot out of the doorway.” His arm circled her throat to keep her from screaming. “Otherwise, I start breaking small bones.”
She paid no attention. Her towel slipped as she fought back wildly, slamming him in the ribs with her fist.
So she’d been briefed on his weak points.
“Two can play dirty, honey.” His arm tightened, cutting off her air while he held her in place with his body. But her foot was still wedged in the open door, and the two men were getting closer.
“I’m just—doing—what they pay me to do.” The words were a hoarse whisper.
“So were the Nazi death squads, honey.”
She was bordering on hysteria now, thrashing wildly. Hawk knew his options were dwindling fast.
That left him one choice.
His fingers feathered along her collarbone, fast and expert. They tightened sharply until she stopped fighting.
Five seconds later she was sliding down the wall into his arms, out cold.

chapter 2
Hawk opened the bedroom door silently. It was still early and Elena Grimaldi was out cold where he had left her on the bed. As a precaution he had clipped her wrist in a plastic hand restraint, which he attached to the head of the bed. No running away for this Mata Hari.
With his intruder immobilized, Hawk pulled a laptop from his backpack and set it up to download his digital photos from the cliffs. While the photographs loaded, he stripped off his muddy clothes and took a two-minute shower, alert for any noises from the bedroom. Not that it mattered, because the lady was going nowhere.
After his shower, he checked on her again, but Elena Grimaldi slept on, one foot dangling from the bed. Quickly he rebandaged his ribs and then inspected the closet. Three sweaters were neatly folded on an upper shelf next to a big leather purse. At the back of the highest shelf, he found a worn pair of red sneakers, contrasting sharply with the pink silk suit nearby. Why did he get the sense of MTV meets haute couture?
Curious, Hawk opened her purse and pulled out a well-worn notebook carrying pages full of times, dates and names, along with what looked like detailed descriptions of various hotels. Security assessments of civilian targets? In an inside pocket he found breath mints, dental floss and a half-used packet of birth control pills.
The lady got around, he thought wryly. Searching one of the dressers, he pulled out an old and well-used laptop. Hawk booted it up, waiting for a password query and security protocols.
He was surprised when none came. Files filled the screen, organized under neat directories by date, location and what appeared to be hotel names. Hawk took a closer look, puzzled to see precise evaluations of housekeeping, restaurant facilities, public areas and recreation staff. There were records of hygiene compliance and services performed by employees, including names and dates. Occasionally an employee’s name was flagged in red, along with a note about unacceptable work or guest complaints.
Hawk sat back, staring at the computer. Her security was nonexistent, but the files could have been recorded in some kind of code. If so, it was different from any others he’d seen.
But guest complaints? Hygiene compliance?
He noticed the frayed bottom of her leather purse and the hole in her right shoe, lying on its side in the bottom of the closet. A sweater was folded neatly on the desk, and he saw careful stitches across one elbow, where it looked recently mended.
Who the hell was Elena Grimaldi?
The surf was coming in, murmuring lightly along the hot sand. There were no car payments to worry about, no pennies to pinch. Only the beach stretched before her, with no responsibilities, no schedules—
Abruptly Jess Mulcahey woke up. Her eyes snapped open as memories returned in a rush.
Had the hotel found out about her visit in advance? Was that why the man had broken into her room while she showered?
If only she’d managed to wrench the door open before he’d—
Before what?
Shivering, Jess looked down at the towel draped loosely around her body. The last thing she remembered, he’d done something with his hand, and then everything blurred.
And now she was locked to the bed by some kind of hard plastic cuff that made her whole arm burn.
In growing fright, she stared out the partially opened door. Was the crazy commando-type in the leather jacket still nearby?
A drawer closed outside in the little sitting area. She sprawled back on the bed, feigning sleep and trying to ignore the terrified hammering of her heart. Footsteps crossed the hall and approached the bed.
She could almost see him frowning down at her.
Somehow she managed not to flinch when his fingers touched her wrist, measuring her pulse beneath the plastic cuff. The blanket beside her shifted, and then the quiet footsteps moved back down the hall.
A chair creaked, and she heard him speaking on a phone.
She scowled at her wrist, which was burning savagely. Anger warred with panic as she scanned the room. Then her eyes narrowed on the bedside chest.
Twisting hard, she opened the drawer with her left hand crossed tight over her chest.
Telephone directory.
Blank postcards.
Laundry schedule.
Twisting, she looked on the other side of the bed. A bottle of bright pink nail polish lay on the edge of the bed, where she had left it just before her shower. But it was the thought of the tweezer and nail clippers in her carry-on bag that made her heart pound.
But the bag was on a chair at the far side of the bed. Grimacing, Jess stretched out her free arm, coming nowhere within reach. When her first effort failed, she wriggled down and dangled her foot as far as she could, ignoring the pain from the plastic band digging into her wrist.
Her toe nudged the bag, then curled, hooking one handle. Holding her breath, she pulled the bag back across the carpet until it rested at the edge of the bed.
In the room next door the man was pacing, snapping out quick questions. Jess heard him ask something about topo maps and satellite photos. What was he, a spy as well as a kidnapper?
She forced down her fear and concentrated on finding her nail trimmers. Her hands were slippery with sweat by the time she pulled them out and fit them over the plastic restraint.
Three times the clippers slipped free. Jess’s fingers began to shake. Outside she heard the footsteps cross back and forth.
Desperate, she shoved the narrow blades over the ridged plastic, gripped hard and felt the plastic snap in two.
Outside the talking suddenly stopped. She heard the chair creak.
She dropped the nail trimmers, hiked up her towel and crept to the open door. He was facing away from her at the desk, glaring down at a digital camera hooked up to an expensive laptop.
“No, the woman’s still asleep, but she should be coming around before long.” When he stood up to pace again, Jess inched behind the door so he wouldn’t see her. “I checked her laptop and found files on hotel properties and staff performance. Beats the hell out of me what those could be used for.” His voice hardened. “Possible hostage scenarios? A terrorist assessing civilian targets?”
He thought she was a terrorist? Furious, Jess reached for the door, determined to set the record straight.
Immediately common sense prevailed. The man outside was either crazy or a criminal—maybe both. And the woman who had registered as Elena Grimaldi wasn’t a pampered princess, the offspring of an obscure branch of European royalty, the way she’d explained when she had registered. She wasn’t wealthy or arrogant, and the expensive designer shoes and pink silk suit in her closet were simply part of a professional disguise. As Elena Grimaldi, Jess lived large, dispensing big tips and bigger bribes to see how many workers she could find to break hotel rules in return for personal gain. Well trained and efficient, Jess noted hotel strengths and weaknesses in detailed reports filed within hours of her visit. In the last month alone she had visited twenty-one different properties, finding serious problems in eighteen of them.
Just that morning, as Elena Grimaldi, Jess had slipped fifty dollars into a clerk’s pocket and asked that a registered hotel guest be shifted so that she could have a better room location. The bribe had been successful.
Of course, she hadn’t expected that a crazy man would ambush her on the way out of her shower or suspect that she was a terrorist. So, was her crazed mystery man some kind of security agent working for the hotel?
Not your problem, Mulcahey. Get out fast, file your report, then forget all about it.
A quick peek out the window revealed a narrow balcony about eight feet above the ground. Difficult but not impossible, she decided.
Silently, she pulled a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt out of the square mesh laundry bag beside her bed and changed quickly. Shoes would have been nice, but her assailant would definitely spot any move toward the closet. As she finished dressing, Jess heard him on the phone, asking questions about tire prints and weather predictions. She didn’t understand any of it, but she certainly wasn’t hanging around for clarification.
She slid open the bedroom window and climbed onto the balcony, shivering in the icy wind.
Her captor was just finishing on the phone. “I sent through all the digital shots from the cliff. See what you can do with those tire prints, Izzy. If they’re expensive, we could locate dealers and subpoena sales records. Yeah, I’m in for the night, unless our carpetbagger causes more trouble. I’ll find out what I can, then you can take her off my hands. After I catch a few hours of sleep, I’ll head north and see if I can pick up their trail.”
Jess barely heard, focusing on closing the window behind her. Gritting her teeth, she eased the frame down slowly, wishing she could go back for her purse.
“My suitcase? Yeah, it was in the new room. I called downstairs and was told everything had been switched while I was out.” A few choice words followed. “Izzy, I have to go.”
Cold rain hit Jess’s face. Her bare feet slipped as she climbed over the icy railing and jumped to the ground.
She staggered, then stood up slowly.
No broken bones; always a positive sign.
Wincing, she ran across the wet grass, making mental notes shaping a report that would make heads roll, starting with her kidnapper’s.
The hotel job had come at a time when she needed a change. Her sister had never understood her restlessness, but then, Summer was established in her career as an FBI field agent in Philadelphia. Meanwhile, Jess had been eager to stand on her own two feet, and when she revealed a flair for the dramatic, along with an intuitive skill at assessing people, her employment agency had recommended her for the job of hotel investigator.
Now she was on the road an average of twenty-five days per month, always careful to maintain her false identity and smile seductively while she probed for any secrets a hotel manager might prefer to hide.
And the current hotel manager was going to get a tongue-lashing he would never forget.
Hawk scanned the bedroom and swore. The woman was gone, her towel tossed on the floor. The nylon carrier lay open on top of the robe, next to the cut plastic restraint.
He felt a cold wind. Curtains fluttered through the crack in the window, which she hadn’t closed completely behind her when she’d escaped. He crossed the room and looked out, cursing as he saw her run over the grass, bare feet flashing.
His face hardened. He closed the window and packed up all his gear. In minutes he was gone, leaving no trace.

chapter  3
But he was there a minute ago. “I heard him talking on the phone.”
Jess stared at the uniformed hotel security guard in the doorway of her room. “He knocked me out and cuffed me to the bed.”
The guard looked unconvinced. “Sorry, ma’am. All I know is that no one’s here now. Check the other room for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
Jess stalked past him, throwing open the closet and the door to the bedroom. Both were empty, except for her shoes and jacket. To her surprise her purse was still where she’d left it, too.
Aware that the hotel guard was watching her curiously, Jess took a deep breath and assessed her situation. She had already decided to cut her investigation short and leave as soon as she collected her things. Before she’d taken this assignment, she’d heard warnings about this particular hotel, which had a reputation for harassing inspectors. But she had never expected a physical assault in her room.
First things first.
She decided to make a quick stop downstairs to stock up on coffee, fruit, and free pastries from the self-serve kitchen off the lobby. That way she would be stocked adequately for her drive home to San Diego.
Every penny helped.
The security guard was still waiting impatiently at the door. “Are you done here, ma’am?”
Jess summoned a smile. “Everything’s fine now. Thanks for taking a look.”
“No problem. I’ll call in a report, ma’am.” The guard headed back outside, fingering his walkie-talkie before the door had closed behind him.
After he left, Jess stood tensely in the middle of the room. The attack was like a horrible dream, after weeks of nonstop travel. Her shoulders sagged. She realized how much she wanted to be at home in her small apartment, where she’d always felt safe.
Jess closed her eyes, struggling beneath a wave of hopelessness as she remembered the clever way she had been suckered into a new hotel venture in Mexico with its “guaranteed” promise of ground-floor profits for the first ten investors.
At first the enterprise had been solid, banked by reputable American and Mexican firms. The profits had seemed like a sure thing until the owners had vanished in the night, leaving Jess and the other investors with useless contracts, broken promises and a pile of debts.
Now her shoes had holes and she had to squirrel away food at every hotel she visited. She felt powerless or humiliated when she thought of all she had lost, which happened to be almost every penny of her savings.
But there was no going back and no point in kicking herself for being naïve. If she wanted to be paid, she had a job to do. She’d finish her report and be on her way.
With any kind of luck, this whole nightmare would be nothing more than a bad memory in a few hours.
Hawk stared north, squinting into the wind.
Driftwood littered the beach around him, and low-lying clouds darkened the gray water stretching between Washington and Canada. He’d left the hotel and followed the road west, hugging the coast, stopping often to check for signs of motorcycle tracks. He wasn’t overly disappointed when he found nothing, because the mountains hugged the coast here, making off-road travel next to impossible. Eventually, however, they would have pulled off for a break, and the isolated wildlife refuge where Hawk stood was a perfect spot to avoid prying eyes.
To the north, surf pounded the spit of land that curved out into the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Beneath a gunmetal sky, waterbirds nested on the tidal flats, oblivious to Hawk as he moved slowly along the beach. Turning inland, he searched for tire marks or footprints that had survived the rain. Patient and thorough, he covered the entire beach and all its gravel access roads. Finally, at the far side of the cove, protected from the numbing north wind, he found the sign he had been looking for.
The partial print of a metal-tipped motorcycle boot lay protected in a hollow between two rocks. The print was fresh, and Hawk quickly snapped six shots for Izzy. Following the beach for two hundred feet, he came across a second bootprint indented in a patch of moss. When Hawk bent down to capture the detail with his camera, he saw a tiny wedge of chewed gum nearby. With gloved fingers he slid the evidence into a plastic bag. Having a recent DNA sample to accompany the boot imprint would make the government’s job easier.
To the north the San Juan Islands were hidden beneath a layer of clouds. Even as Hawk worked, Izzy was researching motorcycle travelers who had used the local ferries. Private boat rentals would be harder to trace, but Izzy was making inroads there, too. Meanwhile, some instinct told Hawk that the men he was tracking hadn’t left the peninsula. Between the rugged Olympic Mountains and the rain forests in the south, there were a thousand places where a well-provisioned and experienced outdoor team could vanish for weeks, taking a stolen animal with them.
Hawk’s current orders were to track the attackers without alerting local residents. Privately, he suspected that telling the truth would have been easier and more effective, but sometimes telling the truth was dangerous—at least that’s what the politicians and experts kept saying.
With the light fading fast, he slid his camera into his pack and studied the road that looped west. In a few hours he would be back, hoping for more sunlight and another glimpse of a motorcycle boot.
As rain struck his face, Hawk cursed softly, wet and cold, angry that he hadn’t come up with more solid evidence. He wondered how far the woman in the shower had gotten and what kind of story she had told the hotel
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