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Chapter 1


Everyone lives by selling something.

Robert Louis Stevenson





San Francisco, California

Logan Sinclair was surprised when Drew Mochrie herself opened the front door. He’d expected to see some harried maid and not the woman he’d set up as his mark. The fact she was so anxious to meet him that she’d ignored one of the maxims of wealth and performed an underling’s chore, mitigated any lingering doubt as to the course he was hell-bent to take.

Aye, and wasn’t the hungry shine of her eyes more revealing than anything he’d find in even the most comprehensive personnel file?

“Miss Mochrie, is it?” he said, as though he didn’t know damn well who she was. He considered a bow, then discarded the idea as being a bit much. “I am Logan Sinclair, and this is my assistant, Oliver Kerr.” He gestured to the man standing behind him on the bottom step of the porch.

Ignoring Ollie, she said, “I’ve been expecting you.” Her gaze raked him head to toe. “And a distinct pleasure it is to see a fellow Scot after these two years in America.” She offered her hand.

He clasped it between his own, giving it a squeeze. Immediately, her lips bowed in a demure smile. She lowered her lashes, and her cheeks flushed.

“The photo on the back of your books don’t do you justice, Mr. Sinclair,” she purred. “It’s a fact, you’re younger and more handsome in the flesh.”

Her none-too-subtle innuendo aside, it was clear she didn’t realize who he was; more’s the better since his plan would go straight to hell if she did, and all would be for naught.

She might even figure out what he’d come for.

As he held her hand and waited—lest recognition dawn belatedly—Drew Mochrie’s blue eyes did not narrow in recollection. There was no suspicious “Have we met?” No tilt of the head and thoughtful finger tap to the jaw. No “You seem so familiar.” Instead, she appeared to accept who he said he was without question.

Aye, then. The con is on.

The knots in his gut that had plagued him for these last many weeks began to loosen. His shoulders relaxed, and he allowed himself a genuine smile of relief.


He released her hand, and she said, “Agreeing to come all the way from Scotland, and so quickly, too, is most gracious of you, Mr. Sinclair. I’m forever in your debt.”

Then, as though she couldn’t restrain herself one second longer, she sucked in enough breath to douse five thousand birthday candles. Clutching at his sleeve, she gushed, “I must add, Mr. Sinclair, ’tis God’s own truth that I’m a great admirer and have read both your books, and I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you, and you so…well, you standing here, handsome as a Hollywood film star, and won’t all my friends be jealous, and well, impressed, too, that the renowned Mr. Sinclair himself was willing to come and help me urge my brother to move from where he lingers just beyond the veil to a place of peace and tranquility, and since I did promise Bartholomew when I first arrived here from Edinburgh that he would nae be sorry for taking me in after my divorce from that bastard who treated me like so much baggage, and penniless as I was since my first husband had done much the same thing, leaving poor, helpless me with nothing…”

When the woman seemed in no danger of deflating for several seconds yet, Logan simply nodded absently, his attention caught and held by a photograph on the far wall of the grand foyer.

As Miss Mochrie jabbered on, he stared at the picture of the girl and young man, realizing at once who they were.

Grief and guilt turned to anger, surging through his blood, washing away any hesitancy that might have remained.

For once in his life, he was doing the right thing. Aye, it was a rare event, given his proclivities, but this debt was an old one, and he intended to repay it the only way he knew how.

At last, Miss Mochrie seemed to run out of breath and words at the same time, ending her fawning, self-indulgent tirade on a tittering snort.

When she finally fell silent and just blinked worshipfully up at him, he said, “Thank you for your warm welcome, lass. Now, please be so good as to show me where the tragedy happened.”

Her expression went instantly from open admiration to closed apprehension. Her fingertips covered her lips. “Hmm. Of course. Aye. It’s this way and through the kitchen.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he nodded to Ollie, who shot a sardonic look at the retreating Miss Mochrie, then picked up his enormous camera bag and joined Logan in the foyer.

Whether from inclination or nerves, as she escorted them through the mansion and down the cellar steps to the scene of the “unfortunate incident,” she chirped away like an overcaffeinated parrot.

Drew Mochrie had been much younger when Logan had last seen her in Edinburgh. In the intervening years, she had gone from a pretty, self-indulgent, silly teenager, to an attractive, self-indulgent, silly woman.

As for himself, he’d morphed from a young man with too much money and too little humility, to the curiosité du jour of the rich and famous, a tabloid “clairvoyant”…among other things.

No wonder Drew didn’t recognize him; he barely recognized himself.

When they reached the bottom of the cellar stairs, she made as if to speak, but he stopped her.

“Say nothing,” he instructed. “And leave off the light, if you will. I want no influences. The information I receive must be pure.”

In the near dark, he saw her nod. “I understand,” she whispered, then closed her mouth and pressed her lips together.

Silence at last. Logan wanted to shake his head and cast off the woman’s babbling the way a retriever shakes off water.

Instead, he inhaled a calming breath and let it out slowly, then moved to the center of the room. His stance solid, his jaw tight, a serene expression planted on his face, he waited for, eh, contact.

Whenever he performed, he hoped he portrayed the vision of a dauntless champion, stalwart yet humble in the face of a force far greater than he. Mere Logan Sinclair he was, reluctant cog in the vast wheel of the churning and mysterious Universe; a simple servant to the Powers That Be, and though he hadn’t asked to be burdened with this unique gift, oh, no, he soldiered on—for the good of mankind, of course.

He bowed his head in reverence to those very Powers that had designated him—of all mortals—as their liaison, their ethereal middleman, as it were.

Furrowing his brow, he sought to display that wee touch of modesty that convinced clients he was sincere in his duty, humbled by his task.

True believers just loved that crap.

Even so, once he could seduce them into trusting him, he closed the deal; done and done, and they never knew what hit them.

Pressing his fingertips to his temples, he cocked his head as though listening heavenward for his name to be read.

In the dim light, he could just make out Drew’s face. Was that anticipation contorting her features? Or apprehension? In any event, the lass was primed and…

“Ready?” he said.

She licked her lips and gazed up at him, an odd look in her eyes. “Might I share a…ehm, a confidence with you?”

He grinned, pouring on the charm. “Now, if you can’t trust the likes of Logan Sinclair, dear lady, who can you trust?”

She lowered her lashes and shrugged. Sticking out her lower lip like a child about to confess stealing oatcakes, she murmured, “Well, you see, it’s just that you never know who in this world you can truly rely upon to keep one’s secrets, do you, Mr. Sinclair? I mean, people so often are not at all what they appear to be, and it’s left to us to discern the heroes from the villains in our lives.”

If he’d’ve let himself, he would’ve felt her remark pierce his chest like a Highland dirk. But he’d hardened his heart years ago, and the blow slid harmlessly off and away.

“Indeed, lass.” He smiled. “Indeed.” Taking her hand, he patted it. “Now what is this secret you wish to share?”

Hesitating for a moment, she cleared her throat, and said coyly, “I…well, it’s possible I may not have done right by my brother. I suppose I just want to make certain you can convince him to, you know, go on his way. His…his spirit haunts me, blames me, I think for…for…” She shook her head. On a soft, high breath, she said, “Och, never mind.”

His first thought was that any haunting she was feeling was her own guilty conscience, but when she looked up at him and batted her lashes, he realized she was simply trying to seduce him into her game.

“Aye,” he coaxed. “Your trust in me is not misplaced, I promise. I will do exactly what I have come to do.”


While it wasn’t a lie, it wasn’t the truth she would be expecting.

He grinned again. “Let’s get on with it now, shall we, lass?”

Her eyes widened, and she nodded, then licked her lips in a quick, nervous gesture.

“The energy here is strong,” he began. “I’m already picking up…I’m getting something…something…someth—…ah, I understand now. This is where your brother’s body was found. Here. On the floor twixt these first twae wine racks.”

As predicted, Drew gasped in amazement. “Indeed it is!” More tentatively, almost as an afterthought, she inquired, “Are you getting anything…else, Mr. Sinclair? Have you made contact—”

“Wheesht,” he gently admonished. “’Tis complete silence I need, or he who has passed beyond the veil will not venture back.”

“Aye, of course,” she mouthed.

“Anything showing up through your lens, Ollie?”

Ollie held a camcorder rigged with night vision and a microphone to capture a manifestation, should one occur.

Right.

“Nocht,” Ollie muttered, then snapped his gum.

“Perhaps we need to try another…hello, what’s this?”

Logan lifted his voice to just the right pitch between awe and curiosity. Straightening, he nodded several times as though someone had spoken to him.

He turned to Drew. “Your late brother’s given name was Bartholomew. You called him Tolley.”

“I did!” she squeaked, her voice pitched high as though she’d just been taken aback by a beady-eyed rodent. “Everyone dear to him called him that. But he has nae been known by it since our bairnskip in Edinburgh. Certainly nobody in America called him that for these last many years.” She blinked in awe, like a child attending her first hogmanay. “So you’ve reached him, then? You truly have? Can you tell him he’s dead and needs to move on—”

“Your brother has a message for you,” Logan interrupted. “He wants you to know…what’s that? My spirit guide, Allister, informs me your brother is most concerned for your finances. He fears you may succumb to the lure of some nefarious scoundrel.”

“Och, tell him to have no fear then,” she scoffed. “I’m not so foolish as that. His…that is to say, my millions are quite safe. Assure him of the fact, if you would be so kind.”

Logan sent her an approving look, adding a dash of tenderness to his next words. “Just so. Aye. He’s heard you and glad for your caution. But there’s something else, something…what was that?”

He raised his head again, squinting his eyes as though it was an effort to hear. “The what, necklace? Thank you, Allister. Tolley wants to know about a necklace of some sort. A large diamond offset by rubies. A gift to your family from the last tsar of Russia, perhaps?”

“The Star of Avril? My, but you are so clever, Mr. Sinclair!”

He grinned shyly to hide his satisfaction at confirming the gems were still within reach. “Oh, I am not the clever one, lass. It is Allister who speaks to the departed. I am merely his obsequious transmitter. This, eh, Star of Avril which concerns your brother so much. Is it…tucked away where greedy hands nae can reach it?”

“Of course!” she snapped. “’Tis in a safe-deposit box at the bank. I would never keep such a treasure about the place.”

“Indeed not.” Logan continued smiling, though not so brightly as before. “We must move quickly now,” he warned. “Tolley grows tired. His energy begins to wane. Have you any questions for your brother before he withdraws once more?”

Her hand fluttered in front of her mouth for a moment, and her thinly plucked brows edged toward each other in a worried frown. “Aren’t you going to tell him to move along now?”

“First, I must assure he’s prepared for such a shock.”

Lifting his voice, Logan said, “Allister, kindly ask Tolley if he is happy and free of worldly ills, if you will.” He waited a heartbeat, then, “Your brother is at peace, Miss Mochrie, but seems a bit bothered by something to do with how he met his daith. Something…unresolved. Something that keeps him from accepting his fate.”

She looked up at him, then clasped her hands in front of her waist. “This is most distressing, Logan,” she said, her voice choked with tears. “May I call you Logan?” She laid a trembling hand on his arm.

“Of course,” he said warmly.

She sniffled. “Something unresolved? Oh, dear.”

Tugging a tissue from a pocket in her dress, she touched it to her nose. “Can you not simply instruct him to let go and go into the light, or something?”

Heaving a sigh of deep, deep regret, Logan said, “I no longer feel his presence. It seems we’ve lost Tolley, lass. For now.” He took the woman’s hand, patting it gently. “I’m so sorry. ’Twas too much for him. But we can try again another day if you like, when he’s more up to it.”

He felt her body shift as she reached toward the wall to snap on the light switch. Overhead, a single low-wattage bulb flicked to life, but was only marginally better than the dark. Logan glanced around at the racks and rows of dusty bottles and the intricate cobwebs anchoring the corners of the room.

“Tolley always was a fragile sort.” She sighed absently, then smiled up at him. Her blue eyes were glassy with either unshed tears or dust allergies. Hard to say, given the nature of the woman.

Shifting her gaze to the cement floor where her brother’s dead body had lain, she explained, “’Twas just over a year ago. He’d come down for a bottle of after-dinner port, you see. Tripped on the steps and bit the biscuit.”

Logan said nothing.

She sniffed, straightened. “Well. This has been a most satisfying start, Logan, though I’m disappointed Tolley lingers about so.”

Logan turned to Ollie. “Anything, lad?”

There wouldn’t be. There never was.

Oliver shut off the camera. “Nae, sir. Time to be packing up.” He crouched in front of his case on the floor and began preparing his equipment to be shut away.

“Perhaps we’ll have better luck on the next go-round, lass,” Logan said. “Shall we set another appointment, Drew? May I call you Drew?”

Her lashes fluttered as she pressed her glossy lips together and smiled. She made a singsong hum at the back of her throat that Logan took to mean she was considering her options. A moment later, she said, “Come with me up to my office. I’ll write you a check.”

“You are most gracious, lass.”

As she turned toward the wooden stairs, she held her head high, her trepidation and fear seemingly vanished. “It was five thousand, wasn’t it? An acceptable figure, don’t you think?”

He watched the back of her head as she began the climb, the sway of her hips, the curve of her calves, and he wondered to which figure she was referring.

His voice a mixture of solemnity and hesitation, he said, “I don’t feel right taking your money, Drew. I barely scratched the surface and didn’t relieve poor Tolley of his pains. Perhaps a mere four thousand would be more appropriate.”

“Nonsense,” she countered as she opened the door. Light from the scullery, er, kitchen, he reminded himself, spilled out, casting her body in dark silhouette in the open doorway. “Since my dear brother has gone on to his reward, I’m a very wealthy woman. So it’ll be five thousand for you, and not a pound less.”

Logan followed her across the threshold and into the vast and gleaming kitchen. “If you insist, I’ll simply have to accept.”

She stopped abruptly and whirled to face him. A seductive grin tilted her lips. He seized the opportunity to press the issue.

“You’re very kind, Drew,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes. “Very kind, indeed.”

With a slight toss of her golden head, she inched a bit closer. He felt her fingers curl around his in a more-than-friendly squeeze. “And you, my dear Mr. Sinclair…Logan…are far too handsome for your own good I’d say.”

“When might I return to finish our…business?”

She nibbled coyly on her bottom lip as her cheeks flushed. Then she grinned.


And the hook is set.

“What do you say to Thursday next?” she purred, squeezing his hands again. “Eight o’clock?”

He winked and bestowed on her a promising smile. “Thursday next it is then. Most definitely.”

 

Standing in the curved drive outside what had once been Tolley Mochrie’s exclusive Sea Cliff estate, Logan watched Ollie carefully place the recording equipment in the back of the van and secure the door.

“So she went for it.” Ollie chuckled, turning the key in the lock. “Made anither date, and five thousand to sweeten the deal. By-the-by, is that dollars American, or English pounds?”

“Money isn’t everything,” Logan said solemnly, loosening his tie and his foul temper. It would be a blessing to get out of his charcoal Hugo Boss suit and slip into something more casual, like a warm and willing woman. He thought of Drew Mochrie. Obviously willing, but hardly warm. “Thursday next at eight. I won’t be needing the services of my cameraman.”

“Aye,” Ollie said. “I’d only be in the way.” At thirty, Ollie Kerr had short-cropped brown hair, a long, crooked nose, and a chipped front tooth. He’d never bothered to get it repaired, for he claimed it made him more charming to the ladies. “The minute you’re in the door, she’ll be all over you like flies on shite.”


“Eloquently put, as usual.” Logan arched a brow and pursed his lips. “But no matter. One more conversation with her late brother will seal the deal, and I’ll have the Star of Avril in my hands before you know it.”

“What if she won’t show it to you?”

Logan grinned. “She will.”

Ollie snorted a laugh.

Shoving his hands into his pockets, Logan took a deep breath of the salty ocean air.

It felt good to be in San Francisco once more. He hadn’t been back to the city by the bay in nearly twenty years, not since he’d visited with his family when he’d been fourteen. Today, in typical northern California style, the October sky was brilliant blue over the land, yet gray and dense and damp where the heavens bent to the sea out on the far horizon.

“I’ve been a long time gone,” he said, more to himself than Ollie. “I rather fancy the States this time of year, the seasons changing and all.”

Ollie leaned against the van and crossed his arms over his chest. “I keep forgettin’ yer half-Yank. Yer mither, right?”

Not in the mood to discuss his parents, his dual citizenship, or anything else of a personal nature at the moment, he said only, “Aye.”

Pulling his keys from his pocket, he pressed the auto-unlock. Next to Ollie’s van, the leased silver Lexus chirped to life. “I’ll contact you after I’ve acquired the Star.”


“Make sure you don’t stuff it into your pocket and take off for some tropical island, partner. I’d hate to have to track you down and put a bullet behind your ear.”

Ollie grinned at Logan.

Logan grinned at Ollie.

Then, placing his hand on his forehead as though tipping a hat, Ollie walked to the front of the van, slid behind the wheel, and drove on up the street and out of sight.

Logan paused before getting into the Lexus, instead letting his gaze wander down the hill and out to the bay. The sun had just dipped its toes into the sea, turning the Pacific the color of pale champagne. He blew out a breath. Soon now, it would be dark; he had no plans for the evening.

The niggling notion he’d stuffed away at the back of his brain since he arrived in San Francisco, edged its way to the front…again.

He could call her. She wouldn’t have to know he was in town; she’d assume he was in Scotland or maybe London, and just out of the blue had decided to ring her up—for old times’ sake. It wouldn’t occur to her he could be at her front door in a mere minute.

He blew out a hard breath. How long had it been since he’d spoken to her? Rubbing the bridge of his nose between his fingers, he tried to remember.

Years. Aye, it had been years.


Letting his hand slowly slide into his pocket, he curled his fingers around the cell phone. When he pulled it out, he stared down at it in the palm of his hand. Tiny portable instrument of mental torture. Omnipresent. Obliterating the excuses of a time not long past.

No excuses not to call these days. No excuses…

Though he’d never used the cell to call her, he’d programmed in the number in the event that someday…some distant day, he’d use it. In the meantime, the number sat there quietly in the background, waiting for the day he was too sick or lonely or desperate to put it off any longer.

And if he called her today, what would it say of him…

Before he could change his mind, he pressed the button and put the phone to his ear. His gut tightened, his jaw clenched. The number began ringing. He steeled himself.

She was a busy woman; maybe she wouldn’t be home. If he got her voice mail, he’d leave a quick message, no more than that. No need to explain why, after all these years, he’d decided to—

“Hello?”

He was silent for a moment, too startled to speak. When finally he opened his mouth, no sound came out. His throat closed, and his eyes.

“Hello?” she said again, a wee bit louder now. “I know someone’s there.”


He licked his lips, swallowed. This was ridiculous; he never should have called. After all these years, he’d finally found the desire, the courage, only to discover he had lost the words.

“Look,” she growled. “If this is another damn telemarketer, I’m on the Do Frickin’ Not Call List, and I’ve half a mind to report…”

Her words trailed off as though all the air had gone out of her lungs, and she didn’t know how to draw in any more.

His eyes still shut tight, he put his head down and drew in the breath it seemed she could not. A moment later, she whispered, “Logan. Logan? It’s you, isn’t it? Don’t hang up! Logan? Oh, please, sweetheart, please say something.”

He cleared his throat, lifted his head, opened his burning eyes. “Hello, Gran.”

She made an odd noise that sounded like grief mixed with joy. On barely a breath, she said, “Oh my God, has anything happened? Are you all right?”

He swallowed again before answering. “Aye.”

By his calculations, she had to be in her late seventies, but her voice didn’t seem to have changed much. The last time he’d seen her was at the funeral. Her hair had been gray, her eyes red-rimmed and swollen. Her back had been bent from the weight of her grief. Though she’d barely spoken to him, he’d read the condemnation clear enough in those eyes.


He wondered if she still looked the same…if she still looked like his mother…

“Are…are you well?” he managed.

“Yes, quite well. Where are you, Logan?”

“I…actually, I’m calling from London,” he lied. “I’ve been doing fine, and, uh, I was wondering if you needed anything.”

There was silence for a moment, then she said, “It’s you, isn’t it.”

“Is what me?” he said, as though he hadn’t a clue as to what she was talking about.

“For the last ten years or so,” she said quietly, “my bank balance increases as if by magic. The bank assures me it’s no mistake, and that there’s nothing illegal about the transactions.”

“I…I just figured you could use a wee bit of help now and again, being alone and all.”

“I don’t have to be alone, Logan. I’m not alone. I have you.”

He shook his head. “No, Gran. ’Tis not possible, and you know why.”

Judging from the sniffling he heard, she was crying, or trying hard not to. His heart cracked at the sound, but he could not relent. For her own good, he could not relent.

“I thank you for the money, Logan,” she said, as her voice broke. “Are you really in London?”

Instead of lying again, he said, “I have to go now, Gran. I…I just wanted to see if, you know, if you needed anything.”


“You, sweetheart,” she sobbed quietly. “I need you.”

“After what happened—”

“I forgave you, Logan,” she whispered. “A long, long time ago.”

“Aye, well, maybe so, Gran. But I’ve not forgiven myself. I never will.”

Ending the call, he shoved the cell phone back into his pocket, cranked the ignition, and put the car in gear.

He should not have called her. Doing so had only hurt her, and he’d already brought her enough grief.

As he guided the Lexus out of the driveway onto Franklin, he made his way over to Van Ness, glancing at the dashboard clock as he turned the corner. While four thirty was too early for supper, a sandwich and a pint might sit pretty well just about now. Glancing about for a neon sign that announced an eatery, up ahead, flashing red lights off to the side of the road snared his attention. Wary of an accident on the busy avenue, he slowed.

The gleaming white Mercedes was sleek and expensive-looking. The driver’s side door stood open, and the bonnet was up.

Make that its hood. Why didn’t the bloody Americans name their auto parts properly?

The car was basically unremarkable—except for the exquisite pair of legs extending through the open door. As he rolled to a stop behind the sedan, she crossed those legs, dangling one shiny black heel from her toes.

He flipped on his own emergency lights to warn drivers to go around both cars, then, shoving his hands into his pockets, he approached the sedan, a congenial smile on his face.

Elbow on knee, chin in hand, her face was turned away from him. Her tight black dress was scooped just low enough to reveal the curve of a very fine set o’ chebs, while a thin diamond necklace winked at her elegant throat. Her short blond hair ruffled in the breeze.

He stopped, waited. Traffic was noisy. Maybe she hadn’t heard him approach.

“Do you need some help, lass?” he said to the back of her head, adding a bit more brogue than necessary. American women were damned hard to impress, but his accent always gave him an edge. “Engine trouble, is it?”

Without turning toward him, she said in a bored tone, “I’m not helpless. I have a cell phone, which I have already used to call my mechanic. Buh-bye and thanks for stopping.”

She flicked her foot, and her shoe dropped to the pavement.

Before she could retrieve it, he bent, picked it up, and held it out to her. She turned her face toward him then, looked him quickly in the eye, then averted her gaze the way women do when they first meet a man. Even so, he’d caught the unusual green of her irises in that flash—and wanted to see more.

Taking the shoe from him, she slipped it onto her foot. “Thanks. I don’t know what’s keeping him. I called twenty minutes ago. If I’m not home by six, it’ll put me way behind schedule…”

She glanced up at him again, and this time, her gaze held.

As they looked into each other’s eyes, a strange sensation began pulsing inside his chest. An awareness of sorts, expanding outward through his muscles and bones, down his legs and out his arms until his fingers tingled. His blood stirred, his brain sharpened. The intensity gathered strength, catching him off guard—unpleasant sensations for a man continually on the alert, and he wanted to shake it off.

She blinked, averted her gaze; the spell was broken.

Hell, she was an unusually beautiful woman. With a mental shrug, he attributed his reaction to extreme attraction. A massive dose of testosterone must have flooded his system, distorting his brain functions for a moment. Aye, that was it.

“What’s at six?” he ventured, “if you don’t mind my being nosy. Big party?”

She gave a wiggly little shrug of her shoulders, as though whatever it was she might miss either wasn’t that important—or none of his business.


Behind him, cars roared by on the busy avenue, stirring up the air, bits of dust, exhaust fumes.

“Well then,” he said, “if you needn’t any help.”

“I needn’t.” With her left hand, she stifled a yawn.

No ring on her finger. Something about the absence of a ring encouraged him to give it another go.

“Perhaps I should stay until your mechanic arrives,” he offered. “I’m not entirely sure it’s safe for a lass such as yourself to be sitting here by the side of the road with night coming down.”

At last, she swiveled to face him full on, and his heart nearly flew away. A stunner she was, and no mistake. Though she didn’t smile, her lips were full and ripe. Her darkly lashed green eyes shone bright with intelligence—and was that bewilderment?—as she looked him up and down.

“Uh, um, no,” she stumbled. She licked her lips, straightened a bit. In a stronger tone, she said, “No need for you to stay. I’m fine.”

With that, she turned away again, and the message was loud and clear: He was dismissed.

A tiny spear of irritation lanced his gut at the rebuff. Sure, he’d been rejected by women before, but rarely by one he’d decided he wanted.

“A good evening to you then,” he said as he began backing away toward his own car. She never so much as glanced in his direction.


Well, to hell with that one, he thought as he cranked the ignition on the Lexus. Women usually fell all over him, not that he necessarily wanted them to, but it made getting the ones he did want that much easier. He seldom had to work to get any woman’s attention, and as he glared at the back of this obstinate lass’s car, he decided he didn’t like the feeling.

As he pulled out into traffic, he kept his eye on his side view mirror.

She was looking down. From her purse, she pulled out a cell phone and put it to her ear, never once following his car with her eyes.

His irritation increased.

A block later, his palms damp, his jaw tight, he swerved into a grocery store lot and parked where he could see the flash of her emergency lights in the distance, but she couldn’t see him.

She was obviously one of those women who didn’t trust men and thought she could handle any situation with a can of Mace and a solid kick to the nuts. But he was willing to wager he knew one hell of a lot more about determined men than she did.

So he’d relax a bit, think about where he’d like to have supper, calculate the odds of the Tartans taking the World Cup this year—and if her mechanic didn’t show up in fifteen minutes, he’d go back.









Chapter 2


I regard you with an indifference closely bordering on aversion.

Robert Louis Stevenson





SFPD detective Andrea Darling waited for the call to ring through, pretending not to watch the suspect’s car disappear into the early-evening traffic. Just as she lost sight of the silver Lexus, her partner answered.

“Jericho.”

She raised her head, searching the distance for any sign of Sinclair. “Arrogant bastard. He just left.”

“Well, I may have a strong sense of self, but I wouldn’t exactly say I was arrogant—”

“Not you, Jericho,” she chuckled. “Okay, on second thought—”

“Let’s not go there,” Dylan said dryly. “What happened?”


She worked to keep the frustration from her voice. “I blew him off. He didn’t like it.”

“If you blew me off, I’d like it a lot—”

“Goddammit, Detective,” she snapped. “Be serious for once and keep your mind on task!”

“What happened to your sense of humor, partner?” Dylan said. “This guy must really have gotten to you.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been sitting by the side of the roadway for frickin’ ever, I’m starved, and I have to pee.”

He paused a moment, as if assessing whether she was telling the truth. Finally, he said, “So you blew him off. That screws Plan A.”

“We’re still good with Plan A. I give him fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. He’ll be back.”

Jericho snorted a laugh. “I don’t know. A man like Sinclair gets dumped by a babe, he never blinks twice. One woman gives him the brush-off, there’s a hundred more ready to soothe his hurt.”

“And you know this because?”

“I’ll just keep that to myself,” he said lightly. “I wouldn’t want you to think less of me—”

“Than I already do? Yeah, well, he’s not you, Jericho.” Under her breath, she muttered, “He’ll be back.”

Her eyes searched the street for any sign the Lexus was returning. The streetlamps had winked on, illuminating Van Ness as far as she could see. Headlights reached toward her, taillights flashed, stoplights went from green to amber to red, neon business signs glowed in pinks, yellows, blues. A honk, a shout, the rev of engines, mixed with chatter from passersby on the sidewalks, but so far, no silver Lexus.

Still, she’d been reading guys for years, and Sinclair had given off all the signals of a man who followed the hunt until he bagged the prey—especially when it involved getting a woman into the sack.

“Okay, Inspector I’m-So-Sure-Of-Myself,” Dylan chided in her ear. “Twenty bucks says he keeps right on driving.”

Nibbling on her bottom lip, she tried to remember the look in Sinclair’s glittering aquamarine eyes when she’d dismissed him. There was no mistaking the interest she’d seen in them when he’d first walked up—or the snap of irritation that replaced it when she snubbed him.

It worried her for a moment that if she really were a woman whose car had broken down, he might have gotten to her. He was a powerful force, tall, muscular, handsome, and much more charming than she’d anticipated. The photo in his file hadn’t done him justice, hadn’t captured the steely glint in his eye, the smoothness of his deep voice, his cajoling manner. And that brogue…

He’d spoken to her as if they were acquaintances, old friends, even lovers. It was distracting, alluring, and she forced herself to remember she was only pretending to find him attractive.


She released a nervous breath. Well, whatever. She’d rebuffed him, and his ego had taken a direct hit. Poor baby. A man like that might have a string of women a mile long, but he didn’t take rejection lightly; he probably didn’t take it at all.

 

“Twenty bucks, Jericho?” she mused, then tilted her head in defiance. “Yeah, all right, partner. You’re on.”

Twenty-two minutes later, Andie huffed out an irritated breath and smacked the steering wheel with her open palm.

Boy, had she ever called that one wrong.

Logan Sinclair had exhibited all the signs of a man who wouldn’t take no for an answer unless he chose to. When he’d looked her up and down, that spark in his eyes had assured her he liked what he saw; the dull gleam that replaced it spoke volumes over his pique at her rejection. He was the kind of man who’d convince himself a woman needed rescuing—in spite of her protests or assurances she was fine—and would circle back around for another shot at playing the hero. She’d counted on him doing just that.

But he hadn’t come back.

Well, dammit, this was going to make “accidentally” meeting him a second time much more difficult. What if her superiors saw this as a blunder and replaced her with another detective?

No, they wouldn’t. Not yet, anyway. She’d have to get very creative, though, if she wanted to cross paths with the subject again without raising his suspicions.

Before Sinclair’s arrival, in the seventy-three minutes she’d sat “helpless” by the side of the road waiting for him to “happen” along, five men, two women, a Girl Scout troop, and one Emo kid whose gender was anyone’s guess had stopped to offer assistance. Since the plan would only work if she appeared stranded, she thanked them all and sent them quickly on their way. The local police had been instructed to ignore her as well, yet when she saw the Lexus pull up behind her, she was both relieved and nervous.

This little ploy had to work; it just had to. Her entire world, her past, her future was riding on it. It was a make-or-break scenario and could catapult her to the next level, shoot her out of Vice and into Homicide, where she belonged, where her heart was, where her grandfather and father and brothers had all made their names…

She checked her watch again. In the twenty-four minutes since Sinclair had driven off, night had draped the world, leaving only streetlamps and taillights to illuminate her surroundings. Traffic thinned, pedestrians evaporated, gone to their homes to be with their loved ones—

Well, screw this, she thought. Either she’d underestimated her charms or overestimated Sinclair’s ego.


Tucking her legs inside, she slammed the door and reached for her cell phone. Headlights flashed in her rearview mirror, then went dark. She froze.

Could be the Lexus, could be some other helpful citizen. If it was Sinclair, if he had come back, it was showtime.

Keeping her eyes on the rearview mirror, she watched as lights from a passing truck illuminated the man as he stepped from behind the wheel and into the street.

Yes. Her heart leaped up into her throat, and the butterflies in her stomach began an energetic hip-hop. Score one for women’s intuition.

Not to mention, that chauvinistic brat Dylan Jericho now owed her twenty bucks.

Crossing her arms under her breasts, she waited, staring straight ahead as though she hadn’t a care in the world.

Tap-tap-tap on the window. She made sure her bored frown was in place before turning her head.

Oh. It’s you, she told him with her eyes.

Aye, it’s me, his half-smiling expression said in return.

She made a show of her indifference by blowing out a long breath before opening the door. Scooting out of the seat, she stepped onto the pavement. Though Sinclair moved back to make space for her, he didn’t make much.

At five-seven, she was not a short woman, but even so, he towered over her, all heat and testosterone and male aggression. Her brothers were tall, but she had nothing to fear from them; Logan Sinclair could be a completely different story.

His eyes drifted over her. The gleam returned.

“I’d fire that mechanic,” he said softly. “If I were you.”

Ef ahh-warr yue…

It was more a sigh than a sentence.

The skin on her arms prickled. He sounded like James Bond, the first one, the real one. That subtle Scottish burr was sleepy, like he’d just tumbled out of bed. Of course, he meant to do it. According to his file, he played women like fine instruments, and for one quick flash of insanity, she wanted to know what that would feel like to be the fiddle to his bow.

“He called,” she lied. “His truck had a flat or something. He’s sending a minion.”

“But it’s nearing six. You’ll miss your party.”

“It’s not a party, and it’s not your concern.”

“Look, the name’s Logan Sinclair, and I’d be happy to give you a lift.”

That was what his mouth said. His eyes indicated he’d be willing to substitute “lift” for any number of other action verbs.

She glanced down for a moment, as though she were preparing a response. In truth, she was forcing aside her emotions so her inner undercover operative could take center stage.

This was the jumping-off point. Her next words would open a door through which there would be no retreat until this man was in prison.

A loss to womankind, but those were the breaks.

When she raised her face to him, she capitulated blandly, “I’ll need to see some ID first.”

His eyes widened in amusement, then he pulled a billfold from his inside coat pocket. He had both a Scottish driving permit and an International Driver’s License.

She glanced up at him—coyly, she hoped. “So you’re from Edinburgh?”

He cringed. “Aye, but ’tis nae how you say it, lass. ’Tis pronounced ED-in-bur-ruh.”

“Fascinating. Vacationing in San-Fran-SIS-KO, are you?”

His lips tilted on one end, but he made no reply.

So that’s how it was going to be, hmm?

Narrowing one eye as though she were assessing him, she ventured, “You must have been to the U.S. before, Mr. Sinclair. Your accent doesn’t seem extremely pronounced.”

“I’m half-American.”

It was her turn to look him up and down. “Oh? Which half?” She arched a brow, then blinked innocently up at him.

He laughed, startling her. Laughter shifted his masculine charm into a boyish joy so attractive, she had to work to keep her composure. His eyes crinkled at the corners, long dimples curved around his mouth. And the deep sound of his laughter…

“I have dual citizenship,” he ended with a chuckle. “Now, do you trust the likes of me enough to drive you wherever you need to go, with the promise I’ll be a proper gentleman?”

Shifting her stance, she met his gaze. “Your name sounds…familiar. Logan Sinclair…” She pretended to search her memory. “Are you an actor or something?”

The dimples in his cheeks deepened. “Not in the way you’re meaning.”

Not wishing to push too far, too fast, she said, “Well, whatever. I really need to get home.”

“I assure you, lass, I’m no serial killer. Just an ordinary citizen trying to help a beautiful woman out of a pickle.”

Since that was exactly what she wanted him to do, she made no protest as he reached past her into the car. Removing the keys from the ignition, he locked the door, then took her hand, turning it palm up. Dropping the keys there, he curled her fingers over the key ring, all the while, gazing warmly into her eyes.

Under hers, his hand was strong, steady. Yeah, boy, whew. He was hot all right. He could easily seduce a woman, make her want things she’d never even heard of, let alone done with a man. With looks like his, a few well-chosen words, and that charming glint in his eye, he undoubtedly got what he wanted.

Except for this time, of course. Little did he know he’d targeted a woman who’d been fending off sexual predators—more commonly known as teenage boys—since she’d turned fourteen. Thanks to her insanely overprotective brother Ethan, she’d learned early on how boys thought, what they were after, and how they had no qualms about saying or doing whatever it took to score. As a result, knowledge being power and all that, the male population never got anywhere with Andie Darling she didn’t want them to get.

Opening her purse, she dropped the keys inside—right next to her cell phone and her backup .38. With a snap of the latch, she slipped the strap over her shoulder.

“Let’s go,” she said lightly. “I haven’t got all night.”

She walked beside him to his car, and when he opened the door for her, she slid into the buttery leather seat, her mind racing.

He didn’t suspect anything, or if he did, he certainly hid it well. He was interested, must be. He wouldn’t have come back if he wasn’t interested. Would he?

“You’re perfect for this assignment, Inspector Darling,” Detective Lieutenant Eagan had told her three weeks ago. “You’re just the type of woman he’s known to associate with.”


“I’m a type, sir?”

Eagan had swallowed, fiddled with the file in his hand. He shrugged, tilting his head at what appeared to be an uncomfortable angle. “Uh, well, yes, you have what many would call, uh, beauty, and uh, the body thing you’ve got going is, well, I mean you have, uh, you, uh…” He cleared his throat. “You must know…I mean, people, well, men in particular, I suppose, must have told you…see, it’s the department’s official assessment, not mine, personally, you know, as a man…as your superior that you, uh—”

“I’m not going to file sexual harassment charges because the SFPD thinks I’m nice-looking, Lieutenant.” She lowered her lashes. Quietly, she said, “But thank you.” She met his gaze once more. “Now, about this case?”

He ran his fingers through his thinning gray hair. “You’re beautiful. There. I’ve said it. And you’re smart, can think on your feet, and you’re tough. In fact, you’re well, it’s the department’s view that you’re just a bit on the uh, well, on the, uh…”

“Bitchy side?” she finished for him dryly. Blowing out a breath, she said, “If a man’s tough and aggressive, he’s tough and aggressive. But if a woman is, she’s bitchy.”

“I never said that. You said that. I never said that.” He adjusted his tie. “Besides, sometimes bitchy is good. Sometimes, it’s just what we need—”


“Since I don’t have any problem with who I am, sir,” she said, then smiled, “I’m not offended in the least.”

His short laugh sounded relieved. Adjusting his half-moon glasses on the bulb of his blunt
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