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One




He had everything he ever wanted. Plenty of money. A successful business. A sprawling, custom-built home in the Sonoran Desert north of Scottsdale filled with pricey, original works of art. He had a sailboat in San Diego, wore custom-made suits, and had a woman in his bed anytime he felt the urge. Which was often.

Devlin Raines had it all. Yet lately he had begun to feel dissatisfied.

And he had no idea how the hell that could be.

Soaking up the rays of early-October sunshine, the best time of year in Arizona, Dev adjusted his wraparound sunglasses and stretched out on the chaise lounge beside the swimming pool. The sound of water cascading over the rock waterfall at the opposite end began to soothe him. He had almost drifted off when his friend and employee, Townsend Emory, shoved open the sliding glass door.

“Sorry to bother you, boss. There’s a woman here to see you. She’s damned insistent.” Town was a big, black, former tackle for the Arizona Cardinals. A neck injury had ended his career fourteen years ago, but Town had stayed in Phoenix and worked for a number of security firms, including Raines Security, before his old injuries had put him completely out of commission.

Fortunately, the man had brains as well as brawn and now worked at the house, handling Dev’s personal affairs. Along with Aida Clark, the housekeeper, Town managed the household and just about anything else that came along.

Dev pushed his sunglasses up on his head and frowned at his friend, who took up a good portion of the doorway. He had a standing rule: none of the women he dated came to the house without calling first. It saved a lot of embarrassment if another woman happened to be there. In his no-strings relationships, the rule had worked fairly well.
 
So far.

Swinging his long legs to the ground beside the chaise, he stood up, wondering who it was and why she so urgently wanted to see him.

“Hey wait a minute!” he heard Town say as a tall, shapely brunette sailed past him out the door onto the patio. “You can’t just barge in here!”

The woman ignored him and just kept walking. “You must be Devlin Raines.” She flashed him a bright, self-assured smile and extended a slender hand with nicely manicured, hot-pink nails. She was around five-nine, with very dark, jaw-length hair streaked with red. She was wearing skinny jeans and a pair of strappy, open-toed red spike heels.

He’d never seen her before. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. And she was sexy as hell.

“I’m Raines.” He flicked a glance at Town, telling him the situation was under control, and the big man slipped silently back inside the house. “What can I do for you, Ms.…?”

“Delaney. Lark Delaney. I came here to hire you, Mr. Raines. I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me.”

She was more than just sexy. She was a bombshell. Just not in the usual sense. This woman oozed energy and purpose. She was flashy yet somehow stylish with her big silver hoop earrings and oversize pewter-trimmed, paisley purse.

She wasn’t the sort of woman he preferred: a pretty little bit of arm candy who did whatever he told her. Yet he felt the pull of attraction as he hadn’t in a very long time.

He lifted his short-sleeved Tommy Bahama shirt off the back of a patio chair and shrugged it on, covering his bare chest and a portion of the navy-blue trunks he was wearing, probably a good idea considering his train of thought and what was happening to his body.

“Why don’t we sit down over there in the shade?” He indicated the huge covered patio that looked more like a living room, with a fully complete, top-of-the-line outdoor kitchen. The day was pleasantly warm but not so hot the automatic misters attached to the perimeter had come on.


They sat down in yellow overstuffed chairs around a big table inlaid with colorful mosaic tiles.

“So, Lark…how did you know where to find me?”

It wasn’t common knowledge, though he had certainly had enough parties here for word to get out. And of course there were the ladies he brought home.

“Actually, I stopped by your office in Phoenix. When they said you weren’t in very often, I came out here. A friend of yours recommended you. Clive Monroe. He gave me your address. He said the two of you served together in the army. He said you were Rangers.”

Clive “Madman” Monroe was more than a friend. He had once saved Dev’s life. “You’re here to hire a private investigator?”
 
“That’s right.”

“Didn’t Clive tell you I’m retired?” In the army, he’d saved his money and invested in the stock market before it took off—he’d been one of the winners, then gotten even luckier when he invested in Wildcat Oil. He and his brothers had won big on that one.

Lark smiled. She had very full lips painted the same hot-pink shade as her nails. His mind flashed on the erotic things lips like that could do to a man, and his groin tightened.

“Clive said you would help me. He said you owed him a favor.”

More than a favor. If it hadn’t been for the precisely placed round shot from Monroe’s M-4 carbine, he wouldn’t be lounging around the pool right now.

“So…are you and Clive…involved?” he found himself asking.


Her eyes widened. Big green cat-eyes that made the rest of her pretty face even more striking. “No. Actually, Clive recently got married. His wife and I are friends— Molly Harris, before she became Molly Monroe.”

“I hadn’t heard.”

“It was kind of a whirlwind romance. Molly’s how I met Clive. He’s a great guy. And he seems to think very highly of you.”

“That’s nice to hear. But like I said, I’m retired.” Mostly. Though at the moment, coming out of retirement to spend a little time with Lark Delaney sounded like a very good idea.

“Clive said you’d help me.”

Dev blew out a breath. There was no real choice in the matter. He owed Madman Monroe. Clive had never asked for any kind of payback. The favor of working with a gorgeous brunette—even if she was a hundred-eighty degrees from his usual type—didn’t seem like too much to ask.

“So what can I do for you, Ms. Delaney?”

She leaned forward in her chair. She wasn’t overly endowed in the bosom department but she had more than enough for him, and besides, he’d always been an ass man. From the fit of those tight blue jeans, Lark Delaney had a world-class ass.

“I liked it better when you called me Lark, and it’s kind of a long story. I’m not exactly sure where to begin.”

“Let’s start with what it is you’d like me to investigate.”

“I need to find my sister’s baby. A little girl. She was adopted four years ago. The files were all closed, the proceedings kept secret. But it was my sister’s dying wish that I find her daughter and make sure she’s being raised in a good, loving home.”

“Your sister is deceased?”

She nodded. For an instant, her pretty green eyes clouded. “Heather was only twenty-one. She lived here in Phoenix. She died of breast cancer three months ago. I spent the last few weeks with her. As I said, finding her daughter was her dying wish.”

“So you want to hire me to locate the family who adopted the child.”

“I want you to help me find them. I need to do this myself. I need to be involved. I promised Heather. I won’t let her down again.”

“Have you tried the internet?” Dev asked. “There are dozens of sites that specialize in locating birth parents, adoptees, that kind of thing.”

“I’ve tried the web, believe me. Genealogy.about.com. OmniTrace. GovtRegistry.com. MiracleSearch. I just don’t have enough information.”

Interesting lady, Dev thought. A brain, as well as a luscious little body. Too bad it looked like he was going to be working for her. Getting involved with a client was one rule he never broke.

“I’m going to have a few more questions. Why don’t I get us something to drink? A Coke, maybe, or how about a margarita? I promise I won’t make it too strong.”

“That sounds good.”

Moving toward the outdoor bar, he set to work, filling a blender with ice, pouring in a light amount of tequila, giving himself some time. He owed Monroe. But working with a woman as sexy as Lark would definitely be a test of his willpower.

As he turned on the blender, he studied her from behind the bar and a corner of his mouth inched up. His debt to Madman was about to be paid in full.

 

Lark shifted in her chair, her gaze fixed on Devlin Raines.

God, the man was gorgeous. She’d had no idea when she’d walked out on the patio. He was thirty-two, she knew, same as Clive. But a lot of men went to hell by then. Not this man.

He’d pulled a shirt on over his swimsuit but hadn’t bothered with the buttons. As he turned off the blender then picked up two wide-mouthed stemmed glasses and salted the rims, she could see the six-pack abs across his flat, suntanned stomach. Now and then, she caught a glimpse of a muscular chest darkened with a nice amount of curly dark chest hair.

The guy was totally ripped.

And those eyes. A bright crystal-blue in a face that could grace the cover of a GQ magazine.

Lark leaned back in her chair and gazed out over the city below, blocking his handsome image. She wasn’t there to ogle Devlin Raines. She was there for her sister. Heather was her first priority. She wasn’t about to fail her the way she had before.

Lark had been twenty-one when it had happened. She’d graduated early from UCLA and was trying to break into the fashion world while Heather was still in high school in Phoenix. The girls had lost their parents in a car accident six years earlier and fallen under the guardianship of their grandparents.

Then, the summer Heather turned sixteen, she had gotten pregnant. She was lonely and frightened but determined to keep her baby. Grandma Florence and Grandpa Joe, both devout Catholics, were equally determined that the right thing for Heather to do was to have the baby and give it up to a good family.

At the time, Lark hadn’t been certain her grandparents weren’t right. They were too old, they said, to raise another child and Heather was just too young.

Heather had been forced to give up the baby, but she had never gotten over the loss. For a while, she had turned to drugs and alcohol and though that period had ended, she had continued to suffer bouts of depression.

Now Heather was gone.

Lark had never forgiven herself for the way she had failed her sister in her time of need and she was determined to keep the promise she had made. She was going to find her sister’s little girl and make absolutely certain the child was being raised in a good and loving home.

She glanced up at the sound of Devlin crossing the patio and returned her thoughts to the business at hand. He set a frosty, salt-rimmed glass down in front of her and took his seat across the table.

“Getting back to your sister’s child,” he said, “I would think your parents would be able to help you.”

Lark drew a finger through the moisture on her glass. “My parents died when I was fifteen. My grandparents raised us.” She told him about Heather getting pregnant and how her grandparents had insisted she give up the baby. “Heather finally agreed, but she never really got over losing her child.”

“Do your grandparents have the adoption papers?”

“I’m afraid they’re gone, too, but I have the papers that Heather wound up with after my grandmother passed away. I’ve done my best to locate the agency, Loving Home Adoptions, but their address here in Phoenix is no longer valid and I haven’t been able to come up with anything else.”

“I’ll need to see the papers.”

Her eyes shot to his. “Then you’ll take the case?”

“Monroe knew I would when he sent you here.”

Relief swept through her. It was going to happen. She would be able to keep her promise. “That’s great. Terrific. Thanks.”

“I charge twelve hundred a day plus expenses. Could turn into a pretty hefty chunk of change.”

She noticed the way he watched for her reaction and thought he was more interested in her attitude than he was in the money.

“Not a problem. I’ll give you a check in advance as a retainer.” She lifted her purse off the ground and set it on the table, opened it and took out a business card. LARK Designs. It gave her office information in L.A., as well as her cell-phone number.

“I design handbags.” She pointed to her purse. “This is one of them. You might not recognize the style but a lot of women would. I can afford your fee, Mr. Raines, I assure you.”

His mouth edged up. “Since neither of us is that old, let’s just keep it Lark and Dev.” He assessed the quality of the bag. “Good-looking product. Designer bags like yours don’t come cheap. I had a hunch you were more than just a pretty face.”

She smiled. “I just hope you are.”

Dev laughed.

“As I said, I intend to be involved in the search. I can’t just sit on the sidelines. That wouldn’t be keeping my word.”

“All right, I guess I can handle that.”

Leaving her margarita untasted, Lark got up from her chair, and Dev stood up, too.

“We’ll start tomorrow,” he said. “Bring me everything you have. I’ve got an office here in the house that should suit our purpose.”

“I’ll be here at eight, if that’s all right with you.”

“Sounds good.”

She walked back through the sliding glass doors into the house, Dev right behind her, and crossed the Spanish tile to the heavy carved front doors.

“That your car?” he asked, his eyes going to the little silver Prius parked in front of the house.

“It belonged to my sister.” She glanced away, feeling the familiar bite of pain. “I haven’t gotten around to disposing of her things.”

“That’s got to be hard. There’s probably no need for you to rush.”

She nodded, liked that he seemed to understand.

He stood waiting as she descended the front porch steps. “See you tomorrow, Lark Delaney.”

She looked back at him. “See you tomorrow, Dev Raines.” And as she headed for her sister’s car, she realized she was looking forward to the meeting far more than she should have been.

 

Dev stepped back inside the house and closed the door, his mind on Lark Delaney. She was nothing like the women he dated, most of them content with the nonrelationship they shared as long as he bought them presents and took them to expensive places.

He had a feeling if he tried that same approach with Lark, she would laugh in his face.

Dev smiled as he continued down the hall to his office. Unlike the rest of the house, which was done in a contemporary southwestern style, his office was sleek and modern, and everything inside was first-class. A butter-soft tan leather sofa sat across from a gas fireplace built into a teakwood-paneled wall that hid a well-stocked wet bar.

A round teakwood table and four tan leather chairs sat in the corner for consultations. A big teakwood desk with a thirty-inch monitor sat in front of a matching credenza with another big screen. A high-powered Mac Pro served as his primary computer with a fully loaded quad core HP as his secondary.

The credenza also held the Mac Book he used as a backup and took with him whenever he traveled. All were linked together and wireless.

He sat down in front of the Mac Pro and entered Lark Delaney’s name as a search term, watched a long list of hits pop up. Scrolling past unconnected references like The Pheasant and the Lark by Jonathan Swift, he pulled up articles from countries around the world. She was good at what she did, he saw, well-respected in the fashion industry.

Which didn’t really surprise him. Though thinking of the flashy young woman who had walked through his door, maybe it should.

With her wispy, cherry cola hair, sassy makeup, and come-screw-me shoes, she should have come off as an airhead, but from the start, he had sensed the intelligence behind those cat eyes, along with an iron resolve and fierce determination that didn’t fit her sexy, modish appearance.

Which only made her more intriguing.

He clicked on www.LARK.com, her company home-page, and a sophisticated website popped up, with video trailers displaying the bags she designed as well as links to the various department-store locations where they could be purchased. There was a company history, photos of the design studio and shots of some of the team members at work.

Returning to Google, he clicked on a newspaper article that mentioned the death of her parents, the owners of a chain of Delaney’s Bar and Grill restaurants located across most of the western states. The couple had died in a violent car accident, and Lark and her sister had inherited a bundle of money.

In an attempt to go into business for herself, Lark had lost most of it right out of college. She had gone to work for the designer Michael Kors, then went on her own again, and the second time she made it.

Dev inwardly smiled. It appeared Lark Delaney could well afford his rates, though for Madman’s sake, he had no intention of sending the lady a bill.

He read a more recent article in a local paper that mentioned her sister’s death and how Lark had nursed Heather Delaney through the final days of her life at her home here in Phoenix. There was nothing that mentioned Lark’s current project—her quest to find her sister’s four-year-old daughter.

Once they located the adoption agency, the address of the adoptive parents should be easy enough to find. Assuming the agency people could be persuaded to give up the information.

Since all Lark wanted was assurance the child was in good hands, he believed there was a good chance they would agree.

There was only one fly in the ointment.

It was his strict policy never to mix business with pleasure. He had never been involved with a client and as tempting as Lark Delaney was he didn’t intend to start now.

In view of his considerable attraction to her, the best thing he could do was find the child, send Lark on her way and get himself back to work.

Maybe that was the problem. For a guy like him, early retirement probably wasn’t a good idea. He needed to find something to do besides bask in the sun and spend the money he had earned from Wildcat Oil, a company his brother, Jackson, had worked for as a geologist. The investment each of the three Raines brothers had made in the fledgling oil exploration company had paid off beyond their highest expectations.


Jackson had returned to their hometown of Wind Canyon, Wyoming, and bought the ranch he had always wanted. Gabe had become a real estate developer in Dallas. Dev had gone on to invest even more in the market right before the big escalation and sold just before the crash.

He had all the money he could spend. Still, he needed to find something more to do than travel from resort to resort and screw himself blind with women whose names he couldn’t remember.

An image of Lark Delaney flashed through his head, tall and sexy, a vibrant force that made him want to reach out and just grab hold.

Since that wasn’t going to happen, it was the perfect time for him to reform his wicked ways.

Or at least give it a try.

Dev bit back a sigh.








Two




“Promise me, Lark. Promise me you’ll do it!” Heather lay, pale and emaciated, a small shrunken figure in the rented hospital bed in her living room. Her hand tightened for a moment around Lark’s fingers.

A thick lump swelled in Lark’s throat. “You know I will, sweetheart. I’ll find her, no matter what it takes. I won’t stop until I do.”

Heather managed a last sweet smile, then her eyes slowly closed. A soft breath whispered past her lips and the lines of pain in her face eased away. A look of peace settled over her pretty features, now ravaged by the illness that had stolen her young life.

“I’ll find her,” Lark repeated, the ache in her throat so fierce she could barely speak. “I won’t let you down again.” Leaning over, she pressed a final soft kiss on her sister’s forehead and allowed the tears she had been fighting to cascade down her cheeks.

A knock at her door jolted Lark awake. She blinked owlishly, surprised to discover she had fallen asleep on the sofa in her hotel room. She took a deep breath, steadied herself as the dream faded away, and rose from the sofa.

Yesterday, after leaving the investigator’s house, she had driven over to her sister’s condo. It was past time she dealt with Heather’s belongings but the memories of those last final weeks had simply been too painful.

Perhaps it was talking to Dev about Heather, or maybe taking the first steps in the search for her sister’s daughter that had given Lark the push she needed. Whatever the reason, she felt ready at last to begin getting past her grief.

Thankfully the rented hospital equipment had all been taken away. Lark had spent the afternoon sorting through Heather’s clothes, bagging them up for Goodwill; boxing up the rarely used pots and pans; going through old photos, crying as she worked, and feeling a strangely comforting connection to her sister.

She had worked till well past midnight, then returned to her hotel room. This morning she had ordered coffee, sat down on the sofa to wait for its delivery and fallen asleep. Another knock sounded. She yawned as she crossed to the door, stepped back to let the room service waiter into the room with coffee and croissants.

She was staying at the Biltmore in Scottsdale, a beautiful old hotel designed by a student of Frank Lloyd Wright. She loved the art-deco architecture and her big, beautiful room overlooking the vast green sprawl of manicured lawns that stretched all the way to the foot of the rugged Arizona hills.


She could afford to stay anywhere she wanted, but the graceful hotel was a favorite and it had been redone several times so that it was completely modern. And the landscaped grounds were incredible.

She checked the time. It was seven o’clock. As soon as the waiter left, she poured herself a cup of coffee and carried it into the bathroom to shower and dress for her meeting with Devlin Raines.

She was excited to get started. And working with a good-looking man didn’t hurt, either. She hadn’t dated in months. She liked men, liked sex with the right man, but lately none of them seemed appealing.

She couldn’t say the same for Dev Raines. She hadn’t felt such a jolt of attraction in years. Maybe never. He was single, she knew. She wondered if their relationship would progress beyond client-investigator. Kind of hoped it would. Just for a bit of fun. She wasn’t interested in any sort of serious relationship.

Not with the plans she had for expanding the company and her goals already in place.

Still, the days ahead could be…interesting. As long as Raines did his job and helped her find Heather’s baby.

 

Lark arrived fifteen minutes late. Dev wasn’t surprised. He was a little unnerved by the rush of lust that hit him when she walked into his office, cherry cola hair fluttering beside her cheeks, long legs moving with determination. For an instant, he imagined those long legs wrapped around his waist, imagined cupping that amazing ass in his hands as he drove into her.

He shook his head, forced his imagination back behind the zipper of his jeans and reminded himself to concentrate on business.

“You brought the adoption information?” he asked, spotting the manila folder she carried beneath her arm.

“I brought what I had. I’m afraid there isn’t that much.”

He opened the file, began to thumb through the pages. She was right, there wasn’t much. The name of the agency, Loving Home Adoption, the name of the people who ran it, Evan and Martha Olcott and an address off the 101 on Shea Avenue. A copy of the baby’s birth certificate was attached. It listed Heather Delaney as the mother, Baby Delaney as the child’s name. No father’s name. Nothing that looked the least bit useful.

“As I said, the agency is no longer at the address listed on the papers.” Lark walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the wet bar. “Want a refill?”

“I’ll get it.”

As he walked toward the counter, she carried her mug over to the round teakwood table and sat down in one of the chairs. “I drove down there last week. There was a for-lease sign in the window. I talked to people in the office next door, but they didn’t know anything. No one had a forwarding address for the agency and nobody knew where the Olcotts went after the office closed down.”

Dev poured some of the fresh brew into his cup, carried it over and sat down across from her. “According to these papers, it was a closed adoption.” Dev skimmed the pages. “The name of the couple who adopted the baby was kept secret at their request.”

“Heather was only sixteen. I remember Gran saying the couple didn’t want any problems when Heather got older.”

“No father’s name is listed on the birth certificate.”

“Heather refused to tell my grandparents who he was.”

“She was trying to protect him?”

“I think she was ashamed she had ever had anything to do with him.”

He studied the papers. “How much did your grandparents know about the people who wanted to adopt? What made them decide these people would make good parents?”

She took a sip of her coffee. “My grandmother trusted Martha Olcott. Mrs. Olcott said the couple was young and had plenty of money and they wanted a baby very badly. She said they would provide a loving home and my grandmother was satisfied with that. I think she just wanted the problem to go away.”

“Did your sister ever meet the perspective parents?”

“No, but Martha Olcott was very persuasive. She gave Heather her word the couple would take good care of her baby. Heather finally agreed.”

Dev got up from the table and carried his coffee cup over to the computer on his desk. He sat down and clicked his mouse. When Google popped up, he typed in Loving Home Adoptions and was surprised at how little came up.

“I don’t see anything in general about the agency, no website, no contact information, nothing but a couple of minor mentions in other agency articles.”

“They were very discreet. That was one of the things my grandmother liked. At the time, I was busy in Los Angeles and I didn’t get involved much in the process. I trusted Grandma’s judgment. I never met Mrs. Olcott or her husband, but Grandma said they seemed extremely knowledgeable.”

“And trustworthy?” he asked as she walked up beside him.

“She thought so, yes.” She leaned over his shoulder to study the monitor. “You don’t…you don’t think something might be wrong with the adoption?”

He tried to ignore the fact she was standing so close, ignore the energy that seemed to vibrate from every curve in her body. He tried to ignore the scent of her perfume but it wound around him like an invisible thread. “No reason to think that. Not yet.”

She straightened away from him. “But it’s possible?”

“Anything’s possible.” He typed in Martha Olcott but nothing interesting came up. There were hits for an Evan Olcott who was the coach of a high-school football team in Sunnyvale, California, but it didn’t appear to be the right man.

“I read that an agency has to be licensed by the state in which it does business,” Lark said.

He looked down at the screen, typed in licensed private adoption agencies Arizona. A government site popped up, www.children.az.gov. and he clicked his mouse on it. It took a while to navigate the site, but eventually he found the list of licensed agencies for the state.

“I don’t see it listed.”

“Maybe the license expired, or they moved to another state.”

“We’ll find out. If we can’t find the agency, we’ll find the Olcotts.”

Lark’s features brightened. “Can we? Aside from looking on the internet, I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Internet’s still our best bet. I’ve got a friend who’s an expert at this kind of thing. Name’s Charles Denton. Chaz can make a computer smoke. If the Olcotts are still in business somewhere, he’ll find them. If they aren’t, he’ll find them anyway.”

Lark’s smile was dazzling, and when those full lips curved, it made her eyes tilt at the corners. Dev felt a rush of heat that went straight to his groin.

Clenching his jaw, he glanced away, hoping Chaz would succeed with his usual efficiency, they would find the adoptive parents and all would be well. Then he could send Lark Delaney on her way and end this unwelcome lust that went far beyond anything he had expected.

It occurred to him that if they found the little girl fast enough, Lark would become his ex-client and he had no rules about that. An intriguing possibility. Still, there was Madman to consider and the fact she was his wife Molly’s friend. It was better if the job was finished and Lark went back to L.A.

“What do we do next?” she asked.

Dev released a slow breath and pulled his gaze away from the sweet curve of her breasts beneath the sleeveless red handkerchief blouse she wore with another pair of form-fitting jeans.

“I’ll give Chaz a call. I think the best thing is just to go see him. We’ll take what little we have, see what he can do with it.”
 
“Sounds good.”

He walked back over to the table and picked up the paperwork Lark had brought with her. He was glad to see she’d been smart enough to bring a couple of extra copies. “We’ve got what we need. Let’s go.”

Lark grabbed her oversized purse and followed, but instead of leading her out front, he turned down the hall, led her through the utility room into the garage, and pressed the button for the automatic door opener.

Lark surveyed the interior of the garage and one of her dark eyebrows went up. “Nice combination. A Porsche, a Suburban and a Harley.”

He shrugged. “I like my toys. Besides, you never know which one might come in handy.”

“In your line of work, I suppose that’s true.”

He guided her toward his shiny red Porsche Carerra, opened the passenger door, waited until she settled herself inside and fastened her seat belt, then went around to the driver’s side door.

In minutes they were flying down the Alma School Parkway, turning onto Pima, then taking the 101. Chaz had an apartment on Hayden Road and it didn’t take long to get there.

At least it wouldn’t have seemed so long if it weren’t for the distracting presence of the woman in the passenger seat and the urge to pull over and plant a hot wet kiss on those full pink lips.

Dev inwardly sighed. The next few days were going to be a whole lot harder than he had thought. He shifted against the bulge beneath the fly of his jeans and fought not to smile at the pun.

 

There was no living room in Chaz Denton’s apartment, Lark noticed. Well, there was, but it was so full of computer equipment it seemed nonexistent. Chaz didn’t seem to care.

A young man late twenties, Chaz had shoulder-length light brown hair and sparse chin whiskers that looked more like he’d spilled his lunch. Computers were obviously his world and though Lark hadn’t the foggiest notion what most of the equipment was, she hoped Chaz knew how to use it to find Martha and Evan Olcott and help locate Heather’s child.

“Hey, man, good to see you.” Chaz greeted Dev as he walked toward them, his shoulders slightly rounded as if he spent too much time at his computer, which he clearly did.

“You, too, buddy.” The men bumped fists then did one of those weird handshake things. “This is my client, Lark Delaney. We’re hoping you can help us.”

“Lark.” Chaz stuck out his fist. Lark held out her hand and Chaz shook it, looking a little embarrassed. “Pleased to meet you.”

“You, too, Chaz.”

Dev had given his friend the basics on the phone as they drove over. He handed Chaz the paperwork and the man sat down to study the document in front of one of the many monitors, one even bigger than Dev’s, at least forty inches. A few minutes later, he set the paperwork aside and began to type, his fingers flying over the keys so rapidly they were nothing but a blur.

He didn’t use Google but instead went to a search engine called Dogpile Search and Rescue, then hit Web Crawler. Bing, Yahoo, Ask.com, Lycos and AltaVista followed with such speed Lark lost track.

“Not much here,” Chaz said, starting over in another direction. Lark watched in awe and even Dev seemed fascinated by his friend’s expertise. Chaz studied the copy of the documents Dev had given him and returned to his rapid typing, which brought up a list of hits. “You were right about the license. No record of one in Arizona.”

Lark didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you saying the agency never had one?”

“Not in Arizona.”

“What about another state?” Lark asked.

“That’ll take a little work. I’ll get around to it in a minute.” His fingers flew. He worked for a while, completely absorbed in his task.

Finally he sat back in his chair. “I may have something on the stationery.” He pointed to the logo at the top of the front page, then the image on the screen. The emblem of Loving Home Adoptions was a small house enclosed by a little picket fence. Chaz had found a printing company that showed the logo among examples of some of its work.

“Paradise Printing,” Dev said. “That’s right here in Phoenix.”


“Even if the agency moved out of state,” Lark said, “Paradise might still be doing their printing.”

“Could be,” Chaz said.

“The address isn’t far,” Dev said. “We’ll take a ride over there while you’re working.”

Chaz nodded, his fingers still flying, his eyes still glued to the screen. “Yeah, I could use a little time on this. I’ll check other states for a license.”

Dev nodded. “Let us know what you come up with.”

Making their way to the door, they stepped out into the late-morning sunshine. The day was crystal clear, a soft breeze moving the branches of the trees. The leaves, still green, hadn’t yet begun to change color. Traffic was heavy on the road but the trees and shrubs around Chaz’s building helped to muffle the noise.

“Think he’ll find anything else?” Lark asked.

“Oh, yeah.” Dev’s smile held a trace of amusement. “He’ll track the Olcotts down. There’s no place safe for them to hide.”

She caught the look of certainty on Dev’s face and smiled. She wondered if Chaz Denton’s talents included bypassing firewalls and hacking into private systems. Since she needed whatever information the man could come up with, she wasn’t about to ask.

They climbed back into the Porsche and Dev headed for the printing company that had done the design work for the Loving Home agency. As the car sped along, Lark’s sideways glance took in his profile, the solid jaw and slight cleft in his chin. His tanned hands expertly gripped the wheel, good strong hands with short, nicely trimmed nails.

For an instant, his amazing blue eyes sliced in her direction, studying her from beneath a row of thick black lashes. It was a hot, sultry glance and her stomach lifted. But when he looked at her again, she couldn’t find the least interest and she wondered if she had imagined it.

So far Devlin Raines had been all business. It was something she usually appreciated. But her attraction to him wasn’t usual, and it galled her that he seemed to feel none of the burning attraction she felt for him.

They pulled up in front of Paradise Printing and both of them climbed out of the car. Inside the building, the office wasn’t fancy, just a long counter where work orders were taken and a room full of printing equipment and computer screens behind a partial wall.

From the opposite side of the counter, a small, black-haired man wearing wire-rimmed glasses approached them. “May I help you?”

Dev slid the top sheet of the adoption papers across the counter and pointed at the logo. “You design this?”

The little man studied the page through his wire-rimmed glasses and stiffened. “We most certainly did. Loving Home Adoptions, as you can see by the name underneath.”

“Are they still one of your customers?”

“I should say not. They never paid the balance owed on their bill—which amounted to more than seven hundred dollars.”

“Do you have any idea where we might find them?” Lark asked.


“If I knew, I would take them to small-claims court.”

“How long has it been since you’ve heard from them?” Dev asked, sensing the guy was miffed enough to tell him whatever he knew.

“More than a year, I’d say. I should never have extended Evan Olcott credit. I should have trusted my instincts and got the money up front, but he was struggling to make ends meet and I felt sorry for him.”

“Anything else you can tell us about him or his wife?”

“As I said, now that I look back on it, I should have trusted my instincts. I had a feeling about him, something just didn’t feel right.

“Mind if I ask you what this is about?”

“We’re trying to find some information on an adoption. Appreciate your help.”

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Paradise,” Dev said.

He just nodded and turned away, resigned to the loss of his money.

“Well, now we know the Olcotts don’t pay their bills,” Lark said glumly.

“Yeah, well, maybe they just got in over their heads. Maybe that’s the reason they closed the agency.”

“I suppose.” But the thought that the couple seemed to have a lot less integrity than her grandmother had believed made a knot begin to form in Lark’s stomach.








Three




The sun cast early-afternoon shadows by the time they left the printing office and crossed the sidewalk back to the car. Dev waited for Lark to slide into the passenger seat then closed the door. He was rounding the hood to the opposite side when his iPhone started to chime. He pulled it out of the pocket of his jeans, looked down at the caller ID and pressed the phone against his ear.

“Hey, Chaz, what have you got?”

“Got an old address for the Olcotts in Mesa. Condo units. The Olcotts moved away more than a year ago, but I thought you might get something from the manager. A couple named Reynolds. They live in number thirty-two.”

“Great. Give me the address?” Chaz gave him the info and Dev repeated it back. “That’s forty-one, forty-one Dunbar. Got it. Thanks, buddy.”

“I’m just getting started.”

Dev smiled into the phone. “That’s why you’re on the payroll.” He ended the call and shoved the phone back into his pocket.

“Chaz came up with an old address for the Olcotts.” He slid behind the leather-wrapped steering wheel. “Condo rentals. They moved out over a year ago, but the manager might know where they went.”

“How did Chaz find them?”

Dev shook his head. “Better not to ask.”

Lark smiled. “I kind of figured that.”

She was plenty smart, he knew. Which could wind up posing a problem, since his methods didn’t always stay precisely within the letter of the law. But he also knew how much she wanted to find her sister’s little girl.

He reached down and cranked the ignition switch, heard the satisfying roar of the powerful engine. Pulling away from the curb, he set off for the address Chaz had given him then heard his stomach growl and glanced at his watch.

“It’s way past time for lunch. You hungry?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m used to working long hours on nothing but air, but I could probably eat.”

If she were a different woman, not one his clients, he would take her to one of the upscale Scottsdale spots he favored. But she wasn’t, so he pulled into a local 4B’s and turned off the engine.
 
““This okay?”

“Sure, it’s fine.”

She didn’t seem offended by the casual coffee-shop atmosphere, which most of the women he dated would have been. Then again, they weren’t on a date. Their relationship was strictly business. A non-margarita lunch would keep it that way.

They went inside and slid into a red vinyl booth, and both ordered cheeseburgers. Lark ordered a Diet Coke while he indulged himself in a chocolate milk shake. The drinks were delivered by a chunky blonde, friendly but harried as she tried to keep her orders straight.

“Thanks,” Dev said, moving his shake a little closer in front of him.

“Clive says your family lives in Wyoming.” Lark looked up at him from beneath her lashes as she took a long drink from her straw.

His body tightened. He felt the pull of those sexy lips from his belly button to his groin.

He cleared his throat. “My brothers and I were born in Wyoming but we all moved away as soon as we got out of high school. Jackson, he’s the oldest, bought a ranch there a few years back and moved home. Gabe’s a contractor in Dallas.”

“Do you see each other often?”

“As often as we can. We kind of gather at the ranch a couple of times a year. Jackson and Gabe both recently got married. We keep in touch by phone or email.”

Lark glanced down, toyed with the straw in her Coke. “You’re lucky to have them. I was only a teenager when my parents died. My grandparents were good people, but they were a lot older than I was. And Heather was five years younger. We didn’t really get to know each other until she was dying.”
 
“That’s rough.”

“Yeah. I miss her.”


He caught the quick sheen of tears before she glanced away. Her parents were dead, her grandparents, now her sister. For years Lark had been mostly on her own. He admired the drive that had made her so successful.

“I can’t imagine not having my brothers around—even if they are a pain in the ass sometimes.”

She grinned. “The people I work with are my family. Scotty and Delilah, Carrie Beth and Dexter. They’ve been with me from the start. We’re really close-knit.”

“So they’re running the business while you’re away?”

“We close down the first two weeks of October every year. We use the time to rejuvenate. When we come back, we’re ready to start designing for the next season. We decided when we started that we were going to run the company and not let the company run us.”

“Sounds like a sensible plan. Must be good people.”

“The best. Like I said, they’re my family.”

The waitress arrived with their food, smiled at Dev, then hurried over to the next table. Lark wrapped her hands around the burger, which oozed ketchup onto her plate.

“So you have some very good friends.” He tossed a French fry into his mouth. “No husband, though.”

She swallowed the bite she had taken. “How did you…? The internet, right?”

He picked up his burger. “No wedding ring. Nothing on the internet, either. How about a boyfriend?” He knew he shouldn’t be asking but the question just wouldn’t stay locked in his mouth.

“Not at the moment.”


“Why not?”

She cast him a glance. “I guess I haven’t met anyone interesting.”

Their eyes held for a moment. He hadn’t met anyone interesting, either. Not since Amy. That had been nearly three years ago. A lapse in judgment that had ended in disaster.

The reminder had him straightening in his seat, digging into the cheeseburger with more gusto than he actually felt. They ate in silence, though several times he felt Lark’s bright green gaze assessing him.

When they finished, she pushed her plate away and sat up in the booth. “Time to earn your money, Mr. Detective.”

“Past time.” He left cash for the check and the tip on the table as the waitress walked up, a slightly less harried smile on her face. Dev winked. “Thanks, Myra.” The name on her badge.

“You’re welcome, honey. Come back anytime.”

Lark was grinning, he noticed as they walked out the door. “One of your girlfriends?”

He laughed. “Not interesting enough.” Though after Amy, that hadn’t really mattered. He hadn’t cared about anything but getting laid and having fun.

It had never occurred to him that kind of fun might actually get boring.

 

“Think the manager will be home?” Lark asked as Dev drove toward the address Chaz had given him in Mesa.

“They take care of the units. Good chance they’ll be there.”


A knock on the manager’s door proved they were. An older, retired couple, the woman wide-hipped, the man string-bean thin. They came to the door together and spoke through the screen they kept closed.

“May we help you?”

“We’re looking for a couple who rented from you a while back. They moved out a little over a year ago. We’re hoping you might be able to help us find them.”

“Martha and Evan Olcott,” Lark added. “They ran an adoption agency in the area.”

The old man grunted. “We remember them. Lived in unit fourteen. Left here in the middle of the night. Owed us two months rent when they took off.”

Lark exchanged a glance with Dev.

“Any idea where they went?” he asked.

The thin man eyed them with suspicion. “Why? They owe you money, too?”

“No, but there are people who’d like us to find them.”

Dev pulled out his Raines Security Company card and held it up in front of the door. Mrs. Reynolds slipped out a chubby hand and hauled it back into the house, letting the screen door fall into place. She studied the business card and seemed to relax a little.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Raines, but we have no idea where the Olcotts went.”

“Seemed like such nice people,” Mr. Reynolds grumbled. “Sure had us fooled.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance have the rental application they submitted when they moved in?” Dev asked.


Mrs. Reynolds brightened. “We surely do.”

Her husband opened the screen door, inviting them into the living room. “Me and Sarah, we keep first-rate records. Didn’t do us much good with those two.”

“Did you try to collect the money?” Lark asked.

“Turned them in to the credit bureau. Nothin’ come of it.”

Mrs. Reynolds sailed in from a room at the back with the Olcotts’ rental application. She handed it to Dev. “I made you a copy. You can keep it.”
 
“Thank you.”

“I hope you find them,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Keep some other poor bastard from losing his money.”

“Harold!” Mrs. Reynolds poked her husband in the ribs, eliciting a grunt.

“Well, it’s the truth, ain’t it?”

Lark bit back a smile. “We appreciate the trouble you’ve gone to. You’ve both been very helpful.”

“No trouble at all,” Mrs. Reynolds said.

Lark walked back outside. She stepped off the porch into the sunshine, Dev close behind her. They returned to his car and climbed in. Dev phoned Chaz and gave him the social-security numbers the Olcotts had written on the application.

“Let me know what you find out,” he said and ended the call.

“Don’t tell me he can get into the federal system.”

“Okay, I won’t.”

Lark’s eyebrows went up but she said no more as they drove back to the house. She wasn’t about to interfere in the investigator’s business, not when she wanted him to help her.

“It’s getting late,” Dev said, weaving the car expertly in and out of traffic. “That’s all we can do for today. We ought to hear something from Chaz by tomorrow. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

“I’ll be over at eight.”

“Isn’t necessary. Like I said, I’ll call you.”

“I’ll be there. I’m sure I can think of something useful to do.”

Dev clenched his jaw but didn’t argue.

Which was a darned good thing. She was paying the man for his time and she meant to make sure he earned every penny.

It was almost dark by the time the Porsche pulled into the driveway and Dev turned off the engine. Instead of inviting her inside, he walked around and helped her out, led her toward her little silver Prius parked in front.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

She just nodded. As he opened her car door, she paused, her gaze going past him over the surrounding land. A dusky purple haze had settled over the landscape. Tall Saguaro Cactus rose up from the dry earth like armed sentinels. Long, feathery ocatilla waved gently in the breeze, keeping watch over the fuzzy gray rabbits that hopped from one place to another, then disappeared into the scrub.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful the desert can be.”

Dev’s gaze followed hers. “I’ve learned to love it here. Though I leave for a while every summer. That hundred and twenty gets to me after a while.”


She smiled. “I imagine it would, for a guy from Wyoming.”

“I’ve got a branch office in San Diego. I keep a sailboat in Mission Bay. I head down there when the heat gets too much.”

He was standing so close she felt the warmth of his lean, hard body. She moistened her lips. “I guess I’d better go.”

She couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

“Yeah…” he said a little gruffly, “you’d better leave.”

Her heart was pounding. It was ridiculous. The man hadn’t made the slightest overture of interest. In truth, he’d done his best to ignore her.

From now on, she vowed, she’d do a better job of ignoring him.

 

Dev watched Lark drive away.

Jesus.

His mouth felt dry. He was hard as granite, his balls tight and aching. Dammit, he couldn’t remember wanting a woman this way.

He thought of Amy, the woman he’d planned to marry. He’d wanted her, of course, but their relationship was more about love than sex. He had fallen hard for the blonde, blue-eyed country-club lady he had met though her father, a wealthy Phoenix investment banker who had hired Raines Security to provide protection for one of his billionaire clients when he was in town.

Amy embodied everything that Dev had dreamed of. She was beautiful and desirable, a woman of breeding and class from a family who could give him entrée into the top levels of society. A woman he had fallen deeply in love with and believed would make him a loving wife.

Instead, three days before the extravagant wedding they had planned, Amy had broken their engagement. If he closed his eyes, he could still feel each of her words like a knife stabbing into his heart.

“I’m so
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