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      "Hasn't anyone ever held hands with you, Boston?" Dalton asked, his voice low and rough. "Or don't proper, well-bred ladies like to be touched?"

      His fingers tightened around hers. His other hand slipped through her hair to the back of her neck. He lowered his head, expecting her to pull away, but she didn't, not even when he touched his lips to hers.

      He cradled her face in wide, powerful hands. At first the kiss was both rough and tender, then demanding and dangerous. She shivered, not because she was cold, but because she was terrified at what he made her feel, and stunned to realize she was even more terrified that she might never feel it again.

      His expression was intense as his eyes searched hers. His voice was low with warning. "Be careful, Boston."

      He felt the restlessness in her and the sweet warmth of her breath as she turned her face and touched the tip of her tongue to the palm of his hand, as if she were tasting him.

      She whispered, "I don't want to be careful."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SAN FRANCISCO, MARCH, 1874

        

      

    

    
      Will McKendrick stepped from the office of McKendrick Investigations on Geary Street and closed the door behind him. It was past eight o'clock in the evening. It had been a long day.

      His friend and associate, Ian "Mac" MacPherson, waited for him at the street, wrapping his coat more tightly about his wiry body. His ruddy complexion and bright red hair were barely visible between the thick muffler and the low brim of his hat.

      "It's bloody miserable out tonight," Mac grumbled. "Cold as a whore's heart." He rubbed his hands together, trying to coax warmth into them. He looked up at his friend who stood deep in thought on the steps.

      "Are you goin' to lock the door then?" Mac reminded him.

      Will McKendrick finally looked up, nodded, and then dug into his coat pocket for the key. As he did, his fingers brushed the expensive embossed envelope that had arrived a few days earlier from Boston. He locked the door and joined Mac on the sidewalk.

      "Come along for a wee dram at the Bella Union," Mac suggested, eyes twinkling over the muffler. He offered further persuasion: "I'll buy. We'll celebrate yer daughter's comin' to San Francisco after all these years. Now there's a reason for liftin' a few. Wouldna you say?" His thick Scottish accent wrapped around the words in a soft burr.

      Will's expression changed at the mention of his daughter. The deep lines at his mouth and the corners of his eyes shifted from a frown to a gentle smile beneath the sweep of his silvery mustache.

      "Aye," he agreed, thinking of the daughter he hadn't seen in over twenty years. "Most certainly that is a reason to celebrate."

      Then, as he had so often since her letter arrived, he laid his hand across the left breast of his coat and heard the faint rustling of paper from the inside pocket. Twenty years—his daughter was no longer an infant, but a woman full-grown, and now she was coming to San Francisco. He still couldn't believe it.

      "Then come along," Mac coaxed. "This case will wait till mornin'."

      But Will McKendrick wouldn't be persuaded. Beneath his distraction was an urgency to get this business over with. He didn't like this case—hadn't liked it from the beginning.

      In over twenty years as an agent with Wells Fargo, and ten more on his own with McKendrick Investigations, he'd successfully solved hundreds of cases. Some were more difficult than others, but there was always a similarity to be found, what he called the loose thread, that unraveled the mystery and eventually led to the case being solved. But this case was different.

      One million dollars in gold certificates had been stolen from the First Bank of California while it was being transferred by the Wells Fargo & Company to the Federal depository only a few blocks away. The abandoned wagon was found in an alley across the city. The driver was shot dead, the agent riding with the shipment was missing, and the strongbox was gone. No one saw or heard anything.

      There were no loose threads, at least none that he had discovered yet.

      Perhaps he would learn something tonight, Will thought. One million dollars in gold certificates didn't simply disappear without a trace. He thought then of the note he'd found under the door of the office first thing that morning before Mac arrived:

      I have information regarding the stolen certificates. Meet me tonight at exactly nine o'clock, at the crosswalk in front of the bandstand at Washington Square. Tell no one, and come alone.

      He'd said nothing about the note. It was tucked inside his pocket along with his daughter's letter. He shook his head, refusing Mac's offer.

      "Perhaps later. There's something I have to do first, an appointment I have to keep."

      The thick brush of Mac's rust-colored brows practically lifted the hat off his head. "This time o' night?"

      Before his friend could question him about the appointment, Will stepped to the curb and waved down a rented hack.

      "Where to?" the driver asked as he pulled to a stop. Will climbed inside and pulled the door closed after him. He nodded at Mac in farewell. "I'll come by the Bella Union afterward," he assured his friend, "and take you up on that offer." Then, keeping to the instructions of the note, he motioned for the driver to move on, not giving instructions until they were well underway.

      Mac was right, he thought, as he sat back and tried to find some warmth in the narrow cab. It was bloody cold out. He pulled his own coat tight about him and heard the reassuring rustle of the letter.

      Fog draped the night-darkened city in a thick, vaporous mantle, and reminded him that San Francisco often made its own rules about the seasons, with a sort of raucous, bawdy arrogance that was part of its charm. Riding through the silent, mist-shrouded streets, he thought of his daughter.

      It had been twenty-two years since he'd last seen her, since his wife Elizabeth had left him, taking their infant daughter Allison with her. Just a visit to her parents, she had said. But her letters became infrequent as weeks lengthened into months. Then they ceased to come at all. In the end, there was only that thick envelope, sent by lawyers informing him that his father-in-law, the illustrious senator, had ended the marriage. Will had immediately left for Boston.

      Elizabeth refused to see him. When he persisted, her father had him arrested. He eventually left without seeing his wife or his daughter. The loss almost destroyed him. He returned to San Francisco and the only thing he had left—his work.

      For years afterward he buried himself in that work. He continued to write to Elizabeth, asking for some word of their daughter. His letters were either returned unopened or simply never answered. Through a distant cousin, he eventually learned that Elizabeth had remarried. Through that same cousin he was finally able to learn of his daughter. She sent articles taken from the society pages of the newspapers about Allison's birthday parties, society balls, an extended tour of Europe, and her graduation from an elite finishing school. Will lived on the fringes of his daughter's life, never a part of it, but never very far away.

      From those articles he also had learned of her recent betrothal. Then abruptly, the engagement was ended. Will was tempted to contact Allison, but he had decided against it. Never once in over twenty years had any of his letters to her been answered. He had no idea what she knew of him, or if she knew of him. Then, unbelievably, her letter arrived six days ago.

      It was brief, written in an elegant flowing script. He had smiled to himself as he read it, the detective in him picking out the faint puddling of ink on the paper where she hesitated and perhaps grasped for an appropriate word. He knew the letter must have been extremely difficult to write after all these years, to someone who was a virtual stranger to her.

      She wrote of a recent visit with his cousin. Giving no explanation or reason, she informed him of her decision to come to San Francisco.

      She had closed by writing, I hope that you will receive this letter with some feeling of kindness after all these years. Your daughter, Allison.

      He had wept when he read her letter. Then he read it over again several times to assure himself that it was real. Afterward, he placed the letter in the inside pocket of the coat he always wore, so that he could take it out and read it whenever he wished. He was jubilant. Allison was due to arrive in San Francisco in less than three weeks!

      The rented hack clattered over cobbled stones, then lurched to a stop. Will stepped out and adjusted his coat against the penetrating cold.

      "This the place?" the driver inquired, with more than a little doubt in his voice.

      Will glanced up at the dripping tree branches that draped the wrought-iron entrance to Washington Square, a park with shade trees, fountains, and a small lake, in the center of the city.  He nodded. "This is the place."

      The driver looked down at him skeptically as he stepped down out of the cab. "Not the best time of day for a walk in the park," he said cryptically.

      "I'm meeting someone," Will answered.

      "Don't seem to be nobody about," the driver remarked as he pocketed the coins he was handed. Will glanced at the entrance to the park. Experience had taught him to be careful. He laid his hand against the waist of his coat and felt the reassuring bulge of the pistol tucked inside the belt of his pants.

      ''There'll be a gold piece if you're here when I get back," he informed the driver.

      The driver nodded enthusiastically. "For a gold piece, I'll sit here till the sun comes up."

      "I won't be that long. Then you can drive me over to the Bella Union."

      The driver gathered his thick coat about him and pulled his hat low over his face, hunching down against the cold night air like a bird settling on its perch.

      Will walked through the entrance to the park and followed the path to the bandstand. The gravel on the walkway crunched underfoot. He left the path to walk beside it, the damp grass muting his footsteps. The fog drifted and swirled about the overhanging trees, manicured shrubs, and dense bushes, creating the illusion of movement. Through the thickness of his long coat, Will once more felt the reassuring outline of the pistol.

      Must be getting old, he thought. He wasn't usually this uneasy. After all, he wasn't chasing anyone. This man had contacted him. But this case had been especially difficult, the few bits and pieces of information from the robbery leading nowhere. He walked on through the park to the designated meeting place. He almost didn't see that subtle shift of movement among the shadows at the bandstand that could only be a human form.

      "McKendrick?" A voice called out, barely more than a whisper.

      "I got your message," Will acknowledged, straining to see the other man's face, but his features were carefully concealed between the collar of the coat pulled high about him and the low brim of the battered hat he wore.

      "Your note said that you have information for me about the stolen gold certificates."

      There was a brief nod, then the stranger extended a gloved hand holding a piece of paper. Will took the note and opened it. His mouth pulled into a tight frown beneath the curve of his mustache. His sharp gaze came up.

      "What the hell is the meaning of this?" Then he saw the pistol pointed at him. It took less than a heartbeat to realize that it was a trap, a moment longer to react instinctively as he attempted to knock the pistol from the stranger's hand. The pistol discharged and Will felt the wayward shot tear into his shoulder.

      Pain burned through his arm and spread to his now-useless fingers as he attempted to pull his own pistol from his belt. A second shot shattered his left arm, and in the fragment of the moment that followed, Will knew that he would never be able to retrieve his own pistol.

      He lunged then at the stranger, grabbing at the front of the man's coat with his good right hand. A third shot rang out. It tore through the front of Will's long coat into his chest.

      A flood of sensations poured through him—disbelief, pain, the spreading coldness, and then the numbness of shock. He slowly sank to his knees, taking his assailant with him.

      The man struggled frantically to free himself from the death grip, but Will clung to his attacker, the fingers of his right hand clutching in a stranglehold the front of the man's coat.

      In a last desperate struggle, the collar was pulled down and his attacker's face was. visible in the dull light from a nearby lamppost. Will stared in disbelief as he glimpsed his murderer's face. Then his assailant jerked free. Will was vaguely aware that he had fallen to the ground.

      Numbness spread through his body as if the surrounding fog had somehow seeped inside and wrapped around the pain. He heard the rush of disappearing footsteps and the silence that followed.

      He fought death, holding it back for tiny moments until the image of the face he'd recognized slowly faded. Then his dying thoughts became old memories, and he struggled frantically to bring his good hand up, expending the last of his strength as he pulled the embossed envelope from his pocket so that he could hold it one last time.

      He clutched the letter in his quivering fingers as if it were a lifeline, as if by holding onto it, he could somehow reach out and touch the young woman who had written it.

      Then his fingers slowly uncurled, time ebbed away, and the last image Will McKendrick saw was that of a baby girl with dark waving curls and laughing green eyes.
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      "Can ya see anythin' at all?" Ian MacPherson asked as he pushed his way through the teeming mass of humanity, sweaty stevedores who balanced heavy loads on their shoulders, hand-trucks piled high with mountains of baggage, crates, barrels, and steamer trunks.

      "Ships and more ships," came the terse reply from the man who towered over him and strode on ahead, cutting a path across the crowded dock.

      "Oh!  A bloody comedian!" Mac exclaimed, the tips of his brilliant red mustache twitching, the thick Scottish burr rolling around the words. "Imagine that—at the wharf he sees ships! Verra good, Mr. Malone. And now that we've established there are ships at the San Francisco wharf, perhaps you could bring it upon yerself to look for the name so that we find the right one."

      Dalton Malone's response came out as half snarl, half muttered response as he sidestepped crates of squawking chickens, pigs, chattering monkeys, screeching exotic birds, and a caged black bear, and flicked at a stray feather that clung to his evening coat.

      The bear growled disagreeably as it paced back and forth within its cramped cage. It was undoubtedly bound for one of the gambling halls down on the Barbary Coast, probably Black Jack Dugan's place. Until last month, Dugan's "Den of Inequity," as it was appropriately called, boasted a trained bear to entertain the clientele. The entertainment included tasteless and hedonistic acts which were better left unmentioned.

      Obviously more than one person felt that way, or perhaps wanted the bear for their exclusive entertainment. The bear was stolen one night after closing hours. The only thing that was left in the morning was the bear's collar at the end of a short chain bolted to the floor at center stage. The bear's disappearance had been a noticeable improvement, although Dugan obviously didn't see it that way.

      At present, the bear in the cage set up a ruckus, throwing itself against the bars of the cage. The noise added to the surrounding confusion as an argument broke out between a ship's mate, who shouted in a guttural Russian accent, and an Italian drayman.

      Nearby, disembarking passengers collided with local customers, who daily swarmed vendor's row, a cluster of small outdoor markets where the catch of the day was offered fresh off the boats as they returned to port.

      Bandy-legged Chinese men with long pigtails snaking down their backs haggled over the price of eel, squid, and prawns. Restaurateurs swarmed over fresh baby shrimp, crab, and abalone.

      Dalton loved San Francisco. Anything could be bought or sold here. It was exciting, with endless possibilities. It was reckless, restless, wild, and bordered on the dangerous with its dichotomy of races and cultures. It was only in the past ten to fifteen years that law and order—if it could be called that—had come to San Francisco. It had refined the rough edges a bit, but it hadn't tamed her. San Francisco was like a beautiful, exotic, high-spirited woman. And he was in love with her.

      However, he was not pleased with the idea of being down at the wharf at ten o'clock in the morning after a long night of high-stakes gambling in the back room of the Bella Union, his own place on the Barbary Coast.

      A little after five o'clock in the morning, he'd been holding a royal flush with the last round of bets about to be made when Mac had burst in.

      "I've never seen any man draw a hand like that!" Mac had exclaimed, as he peered over Dalton's shoulder. The game promptly ended, as each of the players folded their hand and refused to bet against him.

      In the blink of an eye, a pot which could have exceeded ten thousand dollars remained stubbornly at a paltry five thousand, as the last round of betting hastily ended.

      "Is that it?" Mac had asked. "Is the game over, then?"

      "Yes, it's over! Thanks to you!" Dalton had snarled as he threw down his own cards, an unbeatable hand.

      "Was it somethin' I said?" Mac had inquired with mock innocence.

      That was how Dalton's morning started. He imagined his fingers closing around the Scotsman's scrawny neck for the loss of that hand. It was then Mac had informed him that they had to be down at the wharf in less than two hours to meet Will McKendrick's daughter when she arrived from Boston.

      In the past few hours, he'd lost close to one hundred thousand dollars, had no sleep— he could make do with two or three hours, but no sleep at all always put him in a dangerous mood—and was forced to cancel a previously arranged engagement for an entire day in bed with a very enticing young woman from Paris who could do amazing things with her hips.

      "I don't know why the hell I let you talk me into this," he snarled at Mac, at that moment resembling the bear in the nearby cage, as he remembered the look of disappointment on the face of the young woman in question, one of the dancers in his new Paris revue. Not to mention the loss of one hundred thousand dollars.

      He pushed his way to a less crowded section of the dock at Pier Seven, his wide-shouldered height cutting a pathway for the wiry Scotsman who followed in his wake like an energetic terrier. Then Mac cut around him and bounded on ahead, his gaze darting from the bow of one ship to another.

      At the end of the pier, Dalton leaned against several stacked crates and lit a cigarette, with the desperate hope that the pungent smoke would quell the roll of drums that was pounding behind his eyes.

      He inhaled deeply, his penetrating blue eyes closing to narrow slits beneath thick, dark brows. His lean features were etched with faint lines of concentration as he held the smoke in his lungs for a long, fortifying moment. Then he slowly exhaled, and the smoke curled lazily upward about the thick mane of dark hair, unkempt, as if he had just gotten out of bed, which was precisely where he wanted to be at that moment.

      "This has nothing to do with me," he said irritably as Mac returned. "Lili should have come with you."

      Mac scrambled atop a nearby crate for a better view of the wharf. He shaded his eyes with his hand as he scanned ships farther down the line—merchantmen, ferries from across the Bay, fishing trawlers, and steamers.

      Farther out in the bay, an occasional clipper rolled at anchor with lowered sails, while lighter boats transferred passengers and cargo to the landing. There were fewer elegant clippers now, and more of the steamers that arrived daily from the Far East, Europe, and the East Coast.

      "She wouldna come," Mac said matter-of-factly. "Took herself off to Uncle Woo's in a bit o' a snit. Besides," he cut a sideways glance to Dalton Malone, "Will was your friend as well as mine. It wouldna be right to leave his daughter to fend for herself without anyone to meet her. It will be shock enough when she hears what has happened."

      "Somehow I imagine she'll handle it," Dalton remarked tersely. "She seemed to manage just fine all these years without so much as a letter or note to him."

      He thought longingly of the huge satin-covered bed back at the Bella Union—temporary quarters until the Cliff House was officially opened in the next few months—not to mention the warm, satiny body that he would have found there. Was it Isabelle or Angelique? He couldn't remember her name, but it wasn't important.

      His sensual mouth, lined with a silky black mustache, pulled into a frown of concentration, creating small creases at each corner, and his gaze narrowed beneath thick brows, shades deeper than the mane of dark hair that framed handsome features, then spilled to his collar.

      Those striking features, his height several inches past six feet, along with a lean, animal intensity in his well-muscled body, and the elegant suit of evening clothes that he still wore, with the gleaming white shirt rakishly open at the throat, hinted at the many contradictions of Dalton Malone.

      He ran one of the most infamous dancehalls on the Barbary Coast. He was a gambler with a notorious reputation where women were concerned, yet he gave enormous amounts of money to charity, specifically those that helped orphaned children and fallen women.

      To some, he was reckless and unrefined, the proverbial wolf in sheep's wool—actually the finest wool suits, lined with satin. There was an air of danger about him, as if his temper were just barely controlled behind those penetrating blue eyes and that charming but wicked smile. This morning he wasn't smiling, and he made no attempt to be charming.

      "Find the damned ship! Let's get this over with!" he growled as he pinched the bridge of his nose in an attempt to quell the pain that beat a staccato behind his eyes. "What's the damn name?"

      "The Aloysius B. Tyler," Mac informed him, as he scanned the row of ships once more. Then he let out a whoop of excitement.

      "There she is!" He pointed to the end of Pier Nine.

      The Aloysius B. Tyler, a huge steamer, had arrived earlier that morning from the Isthmus of Panama, where passengers had boarded it after taking the Panama Railroad west across that narrow strip of land, leaving their ship from the East Coast behind.

      Twin gangways had been lowered to the pier, and passengers disembarked. There must have been close to three hundred people of every size and description, from richly dressed matrons to toddlers barely in knee pants.

      They passed by in a continuous stream, greeting sons, daughters, husbands, wives, and friends. The pier was crowded with people, trunks and baggage, wagons and carriages.

      Dalton sighed heavily as he watched the teeming mass.

      "What does she look like?"

      "Like the mother, according to Will. The child had dark, curly hair the last time he saw her."

      Mac passed the small photograph to Dalton—the only one Will McKendrick had of his daughter in all those years. It had been taken from his pocket when his friends claimed his body.

      "Is there a husband?" Dalton asked.

      "No husband as far as Will knew from her letter."

      "How old is she?"

      "Twenty-three on her last birthday."

      Dalton snorted in disgust. "A wealthy young woman from a prominent East Coast family, still unmarried at twenty-three?" He shook his head. "She's probably buck-toothed and horse-faced, with a disposition to match."

      He looked about him at several likely possibilities of that description. "It could be any of these women, homely as a mud fence and as disagreeable as a boil on the buttocks of mankind."

      Mac winced. "Aye, I thought of that," he admitted reluctantly. He remembered how excited Will had been about his daughter's pending arrival after all these years. After he received her letter, it was all he talked about.

      "I knew a woman that ugly once," Mac reminisced. "A gypsy. The poor thing had to sneak up on a mug of ale, so frightening was she. But she had a heart of gold, and in the dark, she could make a man forget every pretty face he'd ever set eyes on. She had a certain movement, she did. Said it was taught to her by her grandmother, who came from the Far East.

      “It had been in the family for generations. That single move had the power to reduce a bonny, strong man to a mass of quivering jelly. She swore it was what brought Caesar to his knees, and conquered Napoleon. It was called the 'Bloom of the Lotus'..."

      "I don't want to hear about it," Dalton said, as the pain increased behind his eyes. He handed the photograph back to Mac. "This is over twenty years old. A photograph of a baby for Christ's sake! How are we supposed to find her?"

      ''We'll find her," Mac assured him, pushing on across the crowded pier.

      "What are you going to say to her when we do find her?"

      Dalton bluntly asked.

      "I thought 'Good mornin', Miss McKendrick' might be appropriate," the little Scot replied sarcastically over one shoulder. "Actually, she goes by Caulfield now, I guess."

      Dalton slowly followed. "Just get it over with. Tell her exactly what happened. With any luck, she'll return to Boston on the same ship she came in on."

      Mac stopped and turned about. "Ooh, but yer a bloody considerate gentleman!" The Scottish burr deepened substantially, along with the slight reddening of his skin.

      "I'm supposed to walk up to her and say, 'Sorry, Miss Caulfield, but yer father is dead, murdered three weeks ago. Oh, and if you'll allow Mr. Malone here, he'll just put yer things back aboard for the return trip, since we're certain you won't be stayin'.’—Yer in a foul, nasty mood," he accused Dalton, his whiskers twitching.

      "Perhaps it has something to do with lack of sleep, the money I lost in that poker game, not to mention being dragged down here at this ungodly hour of the day to search for a young woman who didn't have the decency to want to see her father for twenty years."

      "The time of day is ungodly only for gamblers and whores," Mac pointed out. "And as for Will's daughter, we don't know the way of it. There could be all sorts of reasons why she didn't write to him before now."

      Dalton made a crude comment that Mac chose to ignore, as they stepped around a short, stubby man who looked as if he'd just stepped out of a washtub, fully clothed. He passed by with a vague, desperate expression on his face, obviously searching for someone among the passengers.

      His hair was parted in the middle and slicked down on both sides, except that it had been blunt cut and stuck out from the side of his head at right angles. He looked as if he had just rolled out of the hills of the Comstock or the Mother Lode with a sack of gold dust in his pocket.

      There were several nicks and patches of dried blood on his chin and his throat, where he'd probably removed at least two years' growth of beard, somewhat painfully. His suit was several sizes too small, the hems of the pants breaking just above his ankles. Perhaps they had shrunk when he had taken his yearly bath, Dalton thought irritably.

      Each woman he encountered, young or old, High-Pants asked her city of origin. Dalton shook his head. Another lost or misplaced mail-order bride, or perhaps not so lost, considering the appearance of the intended bridegroom.

      Mac had seen High-Pants as well and exclaimed, "That's how we'll find her! You go that way and ask every young woman you meet the name of the city she's from. I'll go this way. We'll meet back here. And for God's sake, act like a gentleman!" he admonished.

      At the thought of approaching young ladies, Dalton's irritable expression turned absolutely wicked. "I'd be more than happy to oblige."

      He followed High-Pants through the crowd, listening and carefully inspecting each woman as she responded with the name of her city. He was about to turn back and tell Mac that he'd had enough, that Will McKendrick's daughter, if she had in fact even arrived in San Francisco after all these years, could damn well manage on her own.

      High-Pants approached yet another woman. Dressed in a gray wool dress, with gray bonnet, black gloves, and a black shawl wrapped about well-rounded shoulders, she bent over a steamer trunk adjusting one of the leather straps, a curtain of wool skirt draped over wide hips. With hat in trembling hand, High-Pants walked up and inquired, "Excuse me, miss. Are you from Rhode Island?"

      There was a moment's hesitation as the woman straightened. A plump, gloved hand pushed back wisps of dull brown hair that had pulled loose from the tightly coiled bun at the nape of her neck.

      Dalton could only see her in profile, and what he saw wasn't encouraging. It wasn't even hopeful. The comparison to a mud fence was being too generous.

      "I most certainly am not!" she snapped. "I'm from Boston."

      High-Pants said, "Sorry, ma'am," then quickly turned and pushed his way through the crowd.

      Boston! Will McKendrick's daughter was from Boston. Dalton had seen the woman clearly. She was more than homely. She was sour-faced and built like the south end of a north-bound plow horse. He started to turn away, willing to lie through his teeth if he had to, in order to convince Mac that he hadn't found anyone who fit the description. After all, this might not be the woman they were looking for. Then he noticed the initials carved into the hand-tooled leather of the steamer trunk—A.C.  Allison Caulfield.

      He looked around for the wiry little Scotsman and spotted him less than a dozen yards away, coming toward him like a drunk on the scent of good whisky. It was too late.

      Dalton took a deep breath and turned back around with great reluctance.

      "Excuse me, ma'am." He could hardly bring himself to call her "miss." The woman straightened abruptly and fixed him with what could only be described as a disapproving glare.

      "Well? What the devil do you want?"

      Homely as a mud fence and a disagreeable temper, too.

      It sprang into Dalton's weary thoughts, and he was glad Will McKendrick hadn't lived to experience this moment.  Will's daughter looked older than twenty-three. He wondered which member of the family she had taken after, for there wasn't the slightest resemblance to Will's rugged handsomeness.

      "Boston?" he inquired tentatively, bracing himself in spite of the fact that he stood a good foot-and-a-half taller than her.

      "I'm from Boston," a voice called out.

      A flash of vivid green appeared within his field of vision, accompanied by the sharp rustle of expensive taffeta and layers of crinolines, unmistakable to a man who had made an art form of removing those delicate garments from countless women.

      Cool green and soft smoke. It was the immediate image that came to mind as Dalton Malone turned in the direction of rustling fabric. A slender young woman strode toward him, dressed in layers of forest green taffeta, her voice whisky rich. Her hair was as dark as that amber liquid, and shimmered with deep auburn highlights in glossy coils that hung to her shoulders. Her skin was flawless in the glare of morning sunlight, faintly flushed across high cheekbones, contrasting with the dark sweep of elegant brows that arched questioningly.

      Where there was smoke, there was usually fire. He discovered it in her eyes, brilliant emerald green with sparks of white gold.

      Dalton knew those eyes, there was no mistaking them.

      They were the same color as her father's, just as the expression behind them was one that he had seen often, watchful, slightly guarded, measuring. Then he discovered her mouth.

      Her upper lip was well curved, with a soft indentation at the center that stirred the wildest, most erotic impulse to touch his tongue to that small hollow, then draw the nub of that upper lip between his own. He wouldn't stop there. The fullness of her bottom lip wouldn't allow it.

      It'd been a long time since he'd thought about kissing a young woman, more years than he cared to count. The last one he could remember giving a great deal of consideration was a girl by the name of Mary Lou. He was thirteen years old at the time. It was innocent, the sort of tentative exploration that he supposed all kids went through, and Mary Lou had been willing enough, out behind her pa's stables. He was the local smithy in the town where Dalton had lived with his grandmother.

      Now the women with whom he kept company usually went straight to other matters. But after all these years and countless women, he couldn't remember what it was like to kiss any of them, except Mary Lou.

      He could still recall the sweet innocence of her, the tentative wetness of her mouth pressing tentatively against his, and the slow heat they discovered on a spring day, all those years ago.

      This young woman had the perfect mouth for kissing, a great deal of it, over a very long time, and he found himself wondering what she would taste like.

      "I'm from Boston," she repeated, bringing his gaze back to those remarkable eyes.

      Mac caught up to them. He glanced hesitantly from one woman to the other and made a hopeful assumption as he turned to the young woman in the green gown.

      "Miss Caulfield?"

      She hesitated. "Yes, I am Allison Caulfield." She glanced from Mac to Dalton, struggling with her own confusion. Never in her life had she seen such a tall, arrogant, wickedly handsome man.

      His elegant evening clothes were obviously expensive, not merely pulled off a tailor's back rack, but precisely hand-tailored to fit this man.

      It was only ten o'clock in the morning. He was hardly on his way to the theater or opera, if in fact San Francisco possessed either one. Yet he wore the black worsted pants with satin trim down the outside of each leg, together with the satin-trimmed tail coat, as if it were the most natural attire for midmorning at the wharf.

      The coat molded him with almost indecent perfection, emphasizing wide shoulders that she preferred to believe were heavily padded, and tapering to a narrow waist. The tails of the coat usually added the illusion of height for most men. This man didn't need it.

      For a woman she was considered tall at five-and-one-half feet. With the added height of heels on her walking boots and formal shoes, men often found it disconcerting that she was almost as tall as they. This man would have no such difficulty. He towered over everyone, making her feel somehow vulnerable. It was a feeling she didn't care for. And she thought him arrogant.

      It was there in the patchwork of creases in the coat and pants that sculpted his long legs. On any other man the suit would have appeared exactly what it was—wrinkled. He wore the wrinkles, the dust on the hem of his pant, and the smudges on his evening shoes as if he didn't care what she or anyone else thought about his appearance. Then there was his shirt.

      The one commendable thing she could say about it was that it appeared to be clean. The customary black satin bow tie was gone, the fabric was as wrinkled as the suit, as if he might have slept in it all night, and as her eyes came up and widened, she discovered that the top three buttons were unfastened. The shirt lay open at his throat, exposing skin as darkly tanned as his hands and face, along with an abundance of thick, dark, curling hair.

      She swallowed with sudden discomfort as heat flooded her cheeks at the physical inventory she'd been taking. She jerked her gaze up to the safer territory of his face, only to discover it wasn't safe at all. With his mane of dark hair, slashes of dark brows, and that lean, hard expression, he reminded her of a sleek panther.

      She had seen one once at the famed Circus Parisian while traveling in France. Yes, she thought, as she mentally pulled back from the imagined danger, that was precisely what he reminded her of, along with all the inherent dangers of that wild, untamable creature. Except for his eyes. Instead of the anticipated glowing yellow of a panther's eyes, she discovered that his eyes were blue, a deep, penetrating, and very disconcerting shade of blue, and fringed with the thickest, darkest lashes she had ever seen.

      On any other man they would have seemed ridiculous, perhaps even feminine. On him, they added to the impression of arrogance that bordered on insolence, as he contemplated her through lazily half-closed eyes.

      In growing confusion, she forced as much coolness into her voice as she could possibly summon under the circumstances, and turned to the shorter man beside him.

      "I was hoping to meet Mr. McKendrick here this morning," she explained, carefully controlling her voice as she addressed the smaller man. "I wrote to him over a month ago. Did he send you to meet us? He must have. Why else would you be here?"

      Dalton was aware of the deliberate shift of her attention, the careful modulation of her voice, the attempt at polite coolness as she went on rapidly, a little too rapidly. She was as aware of it as he was. He saw it in the faint frown on her mouth. Again he was aware of his first impression, that her voice was like rich, dark whisky. He wondered if she would be as intoxicating. He smiled, pleased with himself. So Miss Boston could be made to feel just a little uneasy.

      "Aye, we're acquainted with Mr. McKendrick." Mac fumbled uncomfortably for the right response. He glanced over at Dalton, his mouth twisting up beneath the curve of fiery mustache as if he didn't quite know what to say, now that the moment was at hand.

      "That is to say, we're friends of his." He cleared the sudden roughness from his throat, then quickly went on. "He couldna be here this mornin'... We took it upon ourselves to meet you." He ignored the sudden arc of Dalton's brows and rushed on before Dalton could intervene.

      "Everyone calls me Mac. I worked with your father for many years. And this is Dalton Malone, a friend of your father's as well."

      "I see," she said, somewhat hesitantly as she looked from one to the other. "I had hoped he would be able to meet us."

      Her mouth pulled into a frown, and the small indentation of her upper lip along with it, causing Dalton to recall his earlier thoughts. She introduced her traveling companion, Margaret Tudwell, Will's cousin.

      "Mrs. Tudwell," her traveling companion corrected, with a flat New England accent. "The ship docked over an hour ago. We were afraid Mr. McKendrick might have been delayed."

      "It's very kind of you to meet us," Will's daughter was saying, more to Mac than Dalton, whom she seemed to be trying to ignore. "There are so many people here. I was afraid I might have missed him."

      "I find that a little hard to believe," Dalton said bluntly. Her green gaze fixed on him speculatively, and the frown deepened. Mac quickly moved between them.

      "Right this way, ladies, if you please." He tipped his hat, and for someone of such short stature, expertly maneuvered both women past Dalton Malone.

      "The carriage is over here, Miss Caulfield." Then he added, "Mr. Malone will take care of your trunk and baggage." He called back over his shoulder to Dalton, "Bring them along, lad, if you would be so kind."

      Mac hurried the women across the dock to the row of waiting wagons, carts, and various conveyances. He was assisting them into the elegant carriage when the owner, somewhat disgruntled at being assigned the duties of a lackey, finally arrived with the steamer trunk and two carpetbags in tow. Dalton Malone's temper hadn't improved.

      The baggage was quickly secured at the back of the carriage, and Mac slipped a silver coin to each of the three Chinese lads Dalton had hired to carry the luggage. The Scotsman was about to climb onto the carriage seat when Dalton grabbed him by the coattails.

      "She has to be told!" he whispered vehemently to the Scotsman.

      "Have a heart, lad," Mac implored. "You can't just go blurting something like that out. It would be too much of a shock. She came all this way."

      Dalton cut him off. "Mighty considerate of her after all these years!"

      But Mac was like a bantam rooster—stubborn, and not the least intimidated by the fact that Dalton was at least a foot taller and not in the best of moods.

      "Would you have her faintin' right here on the dock among all these strangers when she hears that her father was brutally murdered? What's happened to your sense of decency, man?"

      Dalton glared at him. "I'll tell you what happened to my sense of decency! It's sorely in need of sleep, not to mention one hundred thousand dollars lost in that card game you interrupted to bring me down here." Then he added pointedly, "Where was her sense of decency for Will all these years?"

      Mac tried to pull his coat from Dalton's grasp. "Try to consider what he would've wanted," he argued vehemently.

      "I am considering that! I also remember that until one month ago, he hadn't received so much as a single letter from her in over twenty years!"

      "Get hold of yerself, man! And try to act the gentleman, difficult as that may be." Mac finally pulled free and smoothed the rumpled fabric.

      "All right!" Dalton conceded. "But she has to be told as soon as we get to Will's office."

      Mac frowned. "Let me do it in me own way. Don't go blathering it at her sudden-like."

      Dalton was slightly mollified. "Do I have your word that you'll tell her right away?"

      "Aye, you have me word in it. And the word of Ian MacPherson is as good as gold."

      Dalton shook his head. "I can see why the English let your people have that scrabble heap called Scotland," he muttered, as he rounded the carriage, climbed in on the opposite side, and seized the reins. "It wasn't worth the aggravation to try to take it back."

      Mac grinned as he climbed atop the carriage seat. "Now you know the way of it. Stubbornness can make up for a great deal, my friend. Climb aboard and behave yourself."

      Difficult as it was, Dalton remained silent the entire ride to Geary Street. Will McKendrick's daughter seemed content to ignore him, and when her companion asked questions about the city, Mac jumped in with quick responses. They arrived at the brick office of McKendrick Investigations, and Mac quickly scrambled down.

      "Is my father away on business?" Allison asked, as she was assisted down from the carriage.

      "Right this way, ladies." Mac quickly ran up steps and unlocked the door. "Perhaps you would like a cup of tea," he suggested.

      "That would be appropriate," Margaret Tudwell announced as she followed Allison into the office.

      Dalton pushed past Mac and said in a low voice, "Tell her now and be done with it," he insisted. "If you don't, then I will." Mac scurried around him.

      "It's a bit cool in here," he said apologetically, desperately stalling for a more appropriate moment for the delicate matter at hand. "We usually light the stove first thing of a mornin', but I came straight away to the wharf. There's a small kitchen in the back. Perhaps someone thought to set a pot to boil." He started for the back of the office, then obviously thought better of it and whirled back around.

      "Then again, we can just fix it right here, if Woo has left some water in the thing." He reached for a battered coffeepot that sat atop the cast-iron stove in the corner of the front office.

      "Will my father be joining us soon?" Allison asked.

      "No! He won't be joining us," Dalton said flatly.

      Mac whirled around, dropping the coffeepot. It crashed to the wood floor and spun crazily about on its side. He tried to cut Dalton off. "That is to say, Miss McKendrick, er Miss Caulfield." The flustered shade of red in his face almost matched the fiery glow of his whiskers. He stammered badly, "What I mean to say is⁠—"

      "You should have been told in the first place." Dalton wasn't about to be cut off this time. "You're a little late, Miss Caulfield," he added sarcastically. "About twenty years too late. Your father is dead."
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      Allison stared at them both in disbelief. Then her gaze came back to Dalton Malone.

      From the moment they met, she sensed his intense dislike, the barely controlled animosity. He was arrogant, cold, and as she was now discovering, exceedingly cruel. He was making a horrible joke at her expense. Whatever his reasons, she wasn't having any of it.

      She turned to Mac. "When will my father be returning?" she asked with enough coolness to create arctic winter, even though it was spring and gloriously warm outside.

      "I'm so sorry, lass," Mac tried to explain, but once again Dalton Malone cut him off.

      "He won't be returning, Miss Caulfield," Dalton informed her. "Not this morning or any other morning. He's dead."

      Allie's chin lifted slightly. "I have no idea why you dislike me so much."

      "Don't you?"

      "No! I don't!" she spat out, patience thinning. "But I think this has gone far enough. I want the truth. Where is my father?" She took a step toward them both, not the least intimidated by the fact that Dalton Malone stood head and shoulders above her. Her companion, Margaret Tudwell, laid a restraining hand on her arm.

      In the engulfing silence, Maggie said in a trembling voice, "I think, my dear, that Mr. Malone has been telling you the truth."

      Allie's gaze fastened once more on Dalton Malone, then went to Ian MacPherson as she waited for one of them to deny it, to confess that it was all a joke—albeit one in very poor taste.

      "Damn!" Mac cursed softly. His hat was clamped in tight fists, the brim hopelessly crushed. His jaw was equally tight, his expression grim.

      "I'm so sorry, lass," he said gently, his mouth twisting up with unexpected emotion and all but disappearing beneath the curve of his coppery mustache. His gaze fell away from hers as he concentrated on the hat he kept twisting in his hands.

      Dalton felt that green gaze fasten on him once more. She was standing no more than three feet away, the soft shadows of the office muting the green taffeta of her gown to deep forest. She had to know sooner or later. Better now, he rationalized, than letting it drag out. Mac should have told her from the beginning. Yet now that it was done, he wasn't particularly pleased with himself.

      In growing confusion, she said, "I don't understand," as she glanced from one to the other. Then she laughed, a small, suddenly uneasy sound in the expectant silence of the office.

      Mac glanced sharply at Dalton. "The tellin' of it wasna supposed to be this way." He looked at her apologetically. "It was my intention to choose a better time. But there's no help for it now." He stared down at the crushed hat, his voice low with emotion.

      "Then it's true?" she asked, unable to believe it. "He's dead?"

      Mac finally looked up and said softly and with much regret, "Aye, it's true, lass. And sorry I am that I have to be the one to tell you of it."

      Sunlight slanted through a nearby window and pooled dully on the wood floor. Specks of dust glittered in the still air like tiny stars in the shaft of light, as silence expanded around them until there was only the sound of her sudden indrawn breath.

      In the light, her eyes had been vivid green like her father's. Now, Dalton noticed, there were dark shadows that hadn't been there before, making her eyes go almost gray. Her expression was stunned, somewhere between denial and disbelief.

      It wasn't the response he'd expected—the shock at realizing they were telling her the truth, the sudden loss of that perfect composure, the exposed emotions surprised him.

      "Dear God," Maggie whispered, as her hand fluttered up over her heart, her face suddenly ashen. All the strength seemed to drain out of her, and she crumpled to the floor. Allie cried out and knelt beside the stricken woman. She gently patted a cold hand, but there was no response.

      "She's fainted."

      If he wasn't mistaken, Dalton thought he heard a note of concern, perhaps even fear, in that soft, smoky voice. It surprised him that she could be that concerned, when she'd shown so little caring for her own father all these years.

      "She hasn't been well," she said hastily. "The trip was hard on her, and the shock of hearing about..." Her voice caught as if she couldn't say the words. She glanced past him, as if he wasn't even there, to Mac.

      "Please, is there some place where she can lie down?"

      Mac nodded. "The private rooms are on the second floor." He gestured to the stairway at the back of the office. When he moved to pick up the stricken woman, Dalton hastily pushed him aside.

      "You're no bigger than she is," he said gruffly, as he shifted the woman into his arms.

      Allie scrambled to her feet in an angry rustle of silk taffeta. She grabbed his coat sleeve.

      "We don't need your help, Mr. Malone." Her first shock at the news about her father was beginning to wear off. She was angry, and made no attempt to disguise it.

      "You need my help if you want to get her upstairs without Mac breaking both their necks on the way up," he informed her bluntly, then snapped, "So, what's it to be, Miss Caulfield?" His tone was scathing. "The floor or a bed upstairs?"

      If she'd been the one to faint, she would gladly have lain on the floor rather than accept any help from Dalton Malone. But as she glanced at Maggie, lines deep in her pale face, her breathing shallow and irregular, Allie knew it didn't matter what she thought.

      She let go of his sleeve, but the expression in her eyes was no less wounded or angry.

      "Very well," she said stiffly, then turned to Mac. "Please lead the way, Mr. MacPherson."

      At the top landing, Mac opened the first door and stepped aside to allow Dalton to pass through ahead of him. Dalton laid the woman on the feather mattress of the high four-poster bed in the surprisingly feminine room.

      Allie carefully sidestepped both men as she went to the side of the bed and adjusted the pillow beneath Maggie's head.

      "Is there anythin' else we can do?" Mac asked.

      "Smelling salts, if you have any," Allie suggested.

      ''I doubt we do," he admitted. "Perhaps something to drink when she comes ’round?"

      Without looking up, Allie nodded, "Yes, that will do very nicely."

      She bent over Maggie, carefully unbuttoning the high collar of her dress so that she could breathe easier, then tucking the long skirts about her legs. She laid a hand against Maggie's cheek, the skin still pale and unusually cool. She frowned with concern, then stood abruptly and looked about for something with which to cover Maggie. Dalton took a blanket from the trunk that sat against the wall and handed it to her.

      She accepted it grudgingly and tucked it about the dazed woman who was still in a deep faint.

      "Look, Boston, I'm sorry about your companion," he said. "I didn't mean..."

      Those green eyes fastened on him with a mixture of surprise and wariness, one glossy dark brow lifting slightly at the odd nickname he'd so casually given her. She didn't like his familiarity or his arrogance.

      "Didn't you?" she asked. "I think it's precisely what you meant."

      "Your father was my friend."

      "I find that difficult to believe," she informed him coolly.

      "How would you know what to believe?" he shot back, "You didn't even know him."

      Her head came up, the coolness disappearing behind flashpoints of anger in those vivid eyes. "He was my father."

      "Only for the past few weeks, as far as you were concerned. Before that he didn't even exist for you."

      Her voice shook as she cut him off with as much civility as she could possibly summons. "Please leave now." The soft smokiness he'd noticed earlier had gone to ice.

      "I don't need your help." His momentary twinge of regret dissolved.

      "With pleasure," he snapped, spinning on his heel and heading for the doorway, colliding with Mac who had returned with cup in hand.

      Dalton turned back briefly. "Since you obviously won't be staying, I'll leave the carriage for the return trip to the wharf." Then he inclined his head in a mocking gesture. "Normally, I would say that it's been a pleasure..." He deliberately left the rest unsaid. "Goodbye, Boston."

      Then he was gone, his footsteps disappearing on the stairway, followed by the sharp crack of the front door closing behind him.

      Mac came around to the side of the bed. "He's not usually so hard feelin' when it comes to the ladies," he said apologetically. "It was comin' from his pain at losin' such a good friend as your father."

      "I find it difficult to believe that anyone could be friends with a man like that." Then she hesitated, remembering something Dalton Malone had just said. He was right about one thing: she knew almost nothing about her father. Her eyes were very dark.

      "It's true, isn't it," she said softly. "My father is dead."

      "Aye, lass, true enough. And it grieves me that you came all this way to hear such a sad thing."

      Her mouth quivered, and Mac saw something he was certain Dalton Malone would have refused to believe—tears pooled in those eyes so like her father's. He felt such an ache of tenderness for her, and a renewed sense of loss that his friend never got to see what a beautiful young woman his daughter had grown to be.

      Then her companion stirred, a shallow breath quivering out of her, and the tears were blinked back as Allie bent over her.

      "I think perhaps some of that tea would help now, Mr. MacPherson," Allie finally said.

      With a small smile, he handed her the cup. "Just a wee sip for her now, lass. And you're to call me Mac."

      She cradled Maggie's head in the curve of her arm and gently held the cup to her lips. Her companion took a few feeble sips, sputtered, and coughed slightly, her eyes opening wide.

      "Is that tea?" she asked weakly.

      "Yes, dear. Mr. MacPherson was kind enough to get it for you." .

      Maggie took several more sips. "Very strong tea." Then she whispered, "I'll be fine, dear. I just need to rest a little while." Her eyes closed and her breathing became more even.

      Allie sat with her for several more minutes. When Maggie had dozed off, she gently withdrew her arm and eased the older woman back down onto the pillows.

      "She'll be comfortable enough," Mac said. "You look as if you could use a bit o' tea yerself, lass. Come along. If she needs anything, we can hear from downstairs." He took her arm and firmly tucked it through his.

      As they left the room, Allie hesitated as if seeing it for the first time, the delicate, feminine furnishings, the wardrobe with a lacy curtain drawn over, the dressing table with a matching lace-edged skirt, frothy curtains at the windows, the canopied four-poster bed, the miniature tea set on the small table in the corner, the porcelain doll that sat in the rocking chair as if she waited for her guests to arrive for afternoon tea. Mac seemed to sense the unasked question.

      "Aye, 'tis your room," he informed her.

      Allie's gaze swept back to the doll and chair, the miniature tea service, the wooden rocking horse, the small stepstool set before the wardrobe so that a very small child could reach the shelves inside.

      "But this is a child's room."

      "That it is, lass."

      Her gaze met his, confusion drawing the wings of dark brows together.

      Mac explained, "He kept it for you all these years, even though he knew you'd long outgrown it. He always hoped you would come here to live someday." Then he cleared his throat as if there were something suddenly caught there. "I think we could both use some tea now."

      Allie sat in the wing chair before a large, cherrywood desk, her father's desk. Her eyes were closed, her head resting against the faded satin fabric. A half-empty teacup was cradled in her hands. Slowly she opened her eyes and looked about the office, dim with late morning shadows. She took another fortifying sip from the cup.

      "This is not tea," she said with an accusatory smile.

      "Scots tea," Mac informed her. "Good fer what ails you. Yer father always kept a bottle around for emergencies."

      He studied Allison Caulfield carefully. She was Will McKendrick's daughter, all right. The physical resemblance was there in those green eyes, the strong angle of high cheekbones, and the stubborn chin. Other features were faint shadows of her father's handsomeness. Still others were unfamiliar—the fringe of thick, dark lashes, the slender nose, the well-curved mouth with that full bottom lip, undoubtedly belonged to the mother, a woman Will McKendrick had loved long ago.

      There were other similarities that went beyond the physical resemblance, self-assurance in the way she cared for her stricken companion, strength in the way she kept her own emotions carefully controlled, an innate kindness toward others, except for Dalton Malone.

      Aye, Mac thought, with a mixture of sadness and pride, at least in appearance and gesture she was most certainly Will McKendrick's daughter.

      But what of the spirit? Did that belong to the mother?

      Now that she knew about her father, would she leave at the earliest possible moment? Would she have stayed even if her father were alive?

      "I should check on Maggie." She set the cup aside on the edge of the desk.

      Mac waved her back into the chair. "She'll sleep for hours, especially if she's no' used to my special tea." He smiled at her gently. "She seems hearty enough. Some rest, and she'll be in bonnie spirits."

      "Perhaps you're right. It was a dreadful shock for her after all these years. She had so wanted to see him again. She wrote to him all these years."

      "Aye, the letters!" Mac exclaimed. "He received one about every six months." He jumped up excitedly and went to the cabinet behind the desk. He pulled out a thick packet of letters, all addressed in Maggie's stilted handwriting.

      "She told me that she had kept in touch with him, but I had no idea." Allie reached out and touched the bundle. A single photograph was tied to them of a handsome young couple, the man standing behind a woman who was seated with a baby cradled in her arms.

      She immediately recognized her mother as a very young woman. The infant was herself, and the handsome man standing behind them, gazing adoringly down at both, had to be her father.

      She stared at the photograph. She had no memory of it. "Tell me about my father."

      Unable to sit quietly, she wandered about the musty, dimly lit office. Shadows shortened and all but disappeared at midday, then returned and crept in through the windows on the opposite walls. She smoothed her fingers along the wood balustrade that divided the office, with its dusty oak file cabinets, scarred hat rack, and equally scarred rolltop desk.

      It was a mass of cubbyholes, niches, and compartments filled with notes and pieces of paper, bits and pieces that once meant something to the man who had placed them there.

      Atop the desk was a solitary inkwell, slotted letter holder, and a desk calendar turned to March 25. The corner of another date had also been turned back as if it were a reminder—April 15, the date of her arrival in San Francisco. And last, a pipe rested in a small porcelain dish in the corner of the desk.

      It was simply made, like everything else in the office, with an ample bowl that was half-filled with ash as if it had just burned down and but waited to be cleaned. By the teeth marks that etched the mouthpiece, it was well-used.

      With deepening sadness, she realized that she hadn't known even this simple fact about her father. She picked up the pipe and cradled it in her cupped hands. And while Mac told her about Will McKendrick, she tried to imagine the father she had never known.

      Some time later, a match flared in the gathering darkness of the office. Mac removed the chimney from a lamp on the desk and lit the wick. He replaced the glass and turned up the flame. Light glowed against wood wainscoting, and pooled on a worn area rug.

      Allie sat in the chair behind the large desk. She stared down at her father's pipe cradled in her cupped hands. A single tear slipped down her cheek.

      "So many lies," she said softly to herself. She wiped a tear from her cheek. Then she asked, "Did he ever talk about my mother?"

      For the first time she became aware of the hiss of the teapot on the wood stove. Mac rose from the chair at his own desk across the office and poured a cup of real tea for her.

      "Yer father was a very private man, didn't talk about himself. He always let the other person do the talkin'. He could find out things a man wouldna tell his sainted mother. That's why he was the best at what he did." Mac made an expansive gesture that encompassed the office.

      "He had a reputation for bein' verra discreet. His clients wouldna trust their secrets to anyone else. That's why McKendrick Investigations handled so many delicate cases." He handed her the cup and returned to his chair.

      "Later, when we became friends, he talked about yer mother. And then there were the letters that came every few months from back East."

      He went on thoughtfully. "At first, I thought you and your mother were both dead. He never spoke of you at all. And then later, there were other reasons."

      When she looked up questioningly as to what those other reasons might be, he quickly continued. "Much later, he took me into his confidence. Said yer mother was verra unhappy here in San Francisco. She had no friends or family, and became homesick."

      "Homesick," Allie said softly, her dark brows knitting together as she tried to make some sense of it all.

      "Aye, she was pining away, keeping herself closed up in the rooms upstairs. You were just a wee thing when she got a letter informin' her that her own mother was verra sick and pleading with her to return to Boston for a visit.

      "Hard as it was, yer father made the arrangements and let yer mother go, takin' you with her, of course, since you was just a wee bairn.

      "Then, first thing you know, the two of you were gone two months, then six months. In all that time, he received three brief notes, lettin' him know that you'd arrived safely and that your grandmother was still verra ill. Several more weeks passed, and he received the letter sayin' that yer mother wasna comin' back to San Francisco at all and that the marriage was ended.

      "That letter all but broke his heart. He wrote, asking her to reconsider, tellin' her he would build her a nice house and she could visit her family whenever she wished." Mac looked over at Allie.

      "Did you know that he went to Boston to try and bring the two of you back home?"

      Allie shook her head. Something else that had been kept from her. "No one ever told me."

      "I thought not. Kept it from you, they did, tryin' to make it seem as if yer father didna want you."

      Her gaze met Mac's briefly, then she looked away, struggling with a story so vastly different from the one she had always believed.

      "Please go on."

      Mac settled more comfortably into his chair. "Yer father was informed that he was never to try to see either you or your mother again. Your grandfather was a very influential man. He had your father arrested in Boston. It was after that, he came back to San Francisco a broken man. For years he tried to contact you. He wrote dozens of letters. There was never any answer,'' Mac said tightly.

      "Yer mother married again, to a wealthy East Coast gentleman. After that, your father had to live off the few letters he received from Miss Maggie, tellin' him about his own daughter that he could never see."

      The room was silent once more. The tea in her cup had gone cold, like the coldness that closed around her heart. So many lies. The Scotsman stood and went to the windows.

      Carriages, wagons, and curricles passed by on the street outside. She felt as if she were on the outside, looking in at the world—a world that had once been safe and happy, a world she no longer knew. And she realized that she no longer knew who she was.

      "He tried several times more to see you." When she looked up, her eyes filled with confusion, he surmised, "I'd be willin' to wager you never knew that, either. After the last time, he received a letter saying that you didn't want to see him."

      Allie stared down at the pipe in her hands. "Several months ago, I found a trunk in the attic of my grandfather's summer house on Cape Cod. When I opened it, I found clothes for a baby. I also found a photograph." She looked at the photograph atop her father's desk.

      "A photograph very much like that one. It must have been taken at the same time." Her voice went almost to a whisper.

      "I recognized my mother as a very young woman. From other pictures, I realized the baby was me. I didn't recognize the man in the photograph." She felt Mac's narrowed gaze on her.

      "I also found several letters. Some of them were from Maggie." She looked at him. "Until that afternoon, I always believed that my father was Edwin Caulfield."

      She was silent for several moments, taken back to an afternoon months ago when she had confronted her mother about the photograph and the letters, an afternoon when everything she had believed to be true had become an ugly lie.

      Mac shook his head sadly. "So much sadness. Yer father carrying that pain inside him, thinking you never wanted to see him. And now it's too late. He'll never know of it."

      She stood, unable to sit any longer, struggling to comprehend the lies that had been compounded over the years, remembering her mother's tear-filled voice that day:

      "It was all a very long time ago. I was young and so unhappy. It was a mistake. I knew Edwin before. He wanted to marry me when I came back to Boston. Your grandfather approved of him."

      "What good can possibly come from contacting your father now?"

      "I forbid you to go to San Francisco… Allison, please don't do this!"

      Why had her mother lied? Why had she left Allie's father? Hadn't she loved him? Or had she simply been too lonely and too far away from her family? Perhaps too much a child herself?

      Allie pressed her fingers against her throbbing temples, trying to ease the pain, trying to understand. There were still so many unanswered questions.

      She was angry. She felt cheated. She wanted answers.

      She wanted to know her father. Now she never would. Finally she asked the question that she'd tried to ignore all afternoon.

      "How did my father die? Was he ill?" Behind it was the unasked question that tormented her most now. If she had found out sooner, would it have made a difference? Would she have had time to get
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