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			Chapter One
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			FROM TAYLOR’S BOOK OF RULES:
Be prepared. Always pack antacids and an eyelash curler.

			Taylor looked south to the distant sprawl of San Francisco. Why had she ever decided to take up rock climbing, especially when it involved hugging a granite slab two hundred feet above the ground?

			The simple answer came first: She was preparing for a new book. Authors did crazy things when they were testing a new story, desperate to chisel out the reality of a new character.

			But the truest answer was subtle and far more unsettling. You did dangerous things when your life changed and you lost every anchor you’d taken for granted while you were growing up.

			When you found out your childhood was a lie.

			Taylor wiped sweat off her top lip and sighted up the cliff. Four feet to the next ledge.

			She took a breath and crouch-walked up the angled slab, ignoring the pain in her arms and shoulders.

			“Watch your moves below that next bolt.” Her climbing instructor, a buff twenty-something from Santa Barbara, stood below and uncoiled rope as she called out orders. “You won’t have much of a foothold, so stay balanced and dig in hard with your sole.”

			“Got it, Candace.” Taylor was glad for the warning when her foot began to slip. Panting, she leaned away from the rock to restore traction, then pulled herself to the next hold, yanked up the slack on her rope, and caught a loop in her teeth before clipping into the bolt.

			Cold wind snapped across her damp face. She tried to remember exactly what Candace had been discussing.

			Right. Help with a cheating boyfriend. “If he’s cheating, forget him, Candace.”

			“I can’t just walk away. I need to know what’s happening to us and why. Harris has been pretty stressed lately because he’s working a lot of overtime at his lab on some gonzo project he has to oversee personally. But we always worked things out before.” Her voice wavered. “Now he’s different. It’s almost like he had a personality transplant.”

			“People change,” Taylor called as she tractioned up the steep rock face. “These things happen, Candace.”

			“Not like this. And I can’t stop thinking about him, Taylor. Everything used to be so wonderful,” she said wistfully.

			Taylor thought longingly about the thermos of Starbucks Caramel Macchiato out in her car.

			Don’t look down.

			Don’t think of anything but the rock.

			Yeah, right.

			She stretched out a kink in her shoulder. “So what turned your friend Harris into Frankenstein all of a sudden?”

			“That’s just it—I don’t know. None of it makes sense.” The gusting wind toyed with Candace’s voice, making the words drift and fade. “One day he said he wanted the whole deal—life with me, a big house, and a mortgage. He swore he was going to leave his wife, father my children, start being responsible. All that heavy stuff.”

			Taylor turned her head to look at Candace. “You didn’t tell me that Harris was married!”

			“He was up front about that, Taylor. He never lied about her. He explained to me how they’ve been having all these problems over the last year. He’s been making plans to tell her about us.”

			Yech.

			Taylor got ready for her next move, trying hard not to hate Candace for thinking this was an easy route for Taylor’s first outdoor climb.

			They had met several months before, when Taylor had noticed her neighbor carrying climbing equipment onto the elevator in their apartment building. Immediately plot ideas had begun to stir. After writing a dozen books, Taylor knew a story kernel when she saw it. The two women had become friends over coffee and croissants at a local bakery, where Taylor grilled Candace about every detail of climbing. As the book’s plot took final shape, Taylor realized she would have to make a climb herself to nail down the rich details of the experience, white knuckles and all.

			Which was how she came to be standing on an unforgiving piece of cold granite, obsessing about how it must feel to crack your spine in two.

			She pushed away the gory vision of her death and cleared her throat. “I still don’t understand how I can help.”

			Candace frowned, playing out more rope. “I can’t afford a private investigator. Even if I could, it would feel . . . sleazy. Harris and I have been through a lot together, and he deserves better.”

			Taylor clipped in at the next bolt and stopped to catch her breath. “Candace, I still don’t—”

			“We may have had our problems, but I love him, Taylor. I need to find out if he’s seeing another woman or if he’s in some kind of trouble.” Her voice sounded shaky. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but could you follow Harris for me? Maybe if I know he’s with someone else, I can finally break free.” Candace gave a wan laugh. “Of course, then I might have to kill them both.”

			“Murder is just a little illegal, remember?” Taylor dug into the canvas bag hanging off her hip and worked chalk dust over her fingers. She didn’t think Candace’s friend was worth all this angst and soul-searching, but everyone saw love differently, she supposed. Meanwhile, she was trying hard to forget the opening scene in Cliffhanger, where a frightened climber plunges to her death. All Taylor’s climbing friends had assured her that a buckle couldn’t really snap during a climb, and that the movie was a complete howler, full of ridiculous errors.

			Tell that to my racing heart.

			Taylor took a deep breath and sighted upward. “Climbing,” she called out grimly.

			“Climb on.”

			As wind whipped off the rock, Taylor forced herself to breathe slowly, well aware that hyperventilating could trigger bad judgment and serious accidents. She picked out her next foothold, calculated her reach, then swung her weight fluidly over the granite face.

			Stay calm. Stay balanced. It’s supposed to be fun, remember?

			Gritting her teeth, she tractioned a few more steps up the slope, then stopped to rest. “What’s the other problem you wanted to discuss?”

			“I’m afraid, Taylor. I need some ammunition in case things get . . . difficult.”

			Taylor worked her way over the slab, cursing the day she had ever thought of writing a book focused on a rock-climbing heroine. “Difficult how?” she panted. “Are you taking Harris for palimony?”

			Candace laughed weakly. “Hardly. I get by just fine with my temp work and my private climbing lessons. But I’m afraid Harris could be in some kind of trouble. Last week three men followed us. They had guns, Taylor. They yelled at Harris and pushed him back against the car, searching all his pockets. Harris looked really scared and gave them something. When they finally left, he looked shaken. I mean, really, really shaken.”

			“Have you ever seen those men before?”

			Candace shook her head.

			“What do you think they wanted?”

			“I couldn’t hear. Harris told me to wait in the car.”

			Taylor blinked into the wind, trying to concentrate. She’d seen Candace’s friend Harris Rains around the apartment building before, but the man hadn’t seemed particularly interesting. “Do you think they want money?”

			“No.” Candace smoothly belayed the rope as Taylor found the next bolt, pulled slack, and then clipped in. “When I asked Harris what they wanted, he . . .” Her voice caught.

			“He what?”

			“He knocked me around.”

			Taylor froze, her head snapping downward. “Harris hit you?”

			“A little.” Candace’s voice wavered.

			The crud. The utter, creeping scum.

			Taylor revised her plan to promise anything, then vanish as soon as she set foot back on terra firma. “How bad, Candace?”

			“A few bruises.” She stared off at the Golden Gate Bridge, glinting like a city of dreams to the south. “One tooth got knocked loose,” she said softly.

			“The miserable, scum-sucking bastard.”

			“Look, I’m okay. But Harris was different after that. He told me to forget what I saw or we’d both be in serious trouble. Now I think someone’s following me, and I don’t know who else to ask for help, Taylor. You write about this kind of thing and you’re always so in control. That’s why I thought you could tell me what I should do next.”

			“Leave the rat.”

			“I can’t, Taylor. Not until I understand what’s happening.”

			Taylor rested, catching her breath, trying to think clearly. “Then you need professional help. These men sound dangerous.”

			“No.” It was a flat, worried sound. “I don’t want to hurt Harris.”

			Taylor sighed. “I suppose I could speak to some people at the local precinct.”

			“You mean the police?” Candace sounded startled. “Harris would be furious.”

			“I don’t think you should be worrying about what Harris thinks. Besides, these are friends. They’ll do what’s right for you.”

			The younger woman blew out a breath. “Okay, fine. Do whatever you think is best. I’m really sorry to bother you about this, Taylor, but I can’t just pack up and leave Harris. At the same time, I’m completely spooked.”

			Taylor’s resolve hardened. Candace knew things were sour, but she was still afraid to leave the relationship. Right now she needed all the support she could get. “When are you supposed to see Lover Boy next?”

			“Nothing definite. He said he’d call me Friday for dinner.” Her voice fell. “Meanwhile, I could swear there’s a silver Lexus SUV trailing me whenever I go out.”

			“Did you get a plate number?”

			“Gee, I never thought—should I write it down next time?”

			“That would be a start.” Taylor studied the cliff to her left, where she would have to make a slow ascent, moving almost horizontally. She hated traverses. They demanded perfect form as you worked sideways, with footwork that required constant focus.

			She felt herself begin to hyperventilate and took a deep breath. “Climbing.”

			“Climb on” came the immediate answer.

			Taylor stepped out and skimmed the rock, shifting her center of gravity until she snagged a new handhold. She took a breath of relief as she clipped into the next bolt. “You checked all our gear? No broken buckles, right?” The question was half-joking.

			“You’re fine, Taylor. Trust me, I’ve never blown a bolt and all my gear is brand-new. Forget about that rot in Cliffhanger. Things like that don’t happen in real life.”

			Taylor grunted, praying her young neighbor was right. Suddenly something tugged at her rope. “What’s wrong? I felt the rope snag.”

			“Slow down. It’s just a tangle.” Candace’s voice seemed far away. “Funny, Harris was fiddling with my stuff last night. The idiot was trying to figure out how it works.” Her voice wavered, and then she took a sharp breath. “Look, you’re fine. I checked all the lines myself this morning. Just watch your footwork at the end of that traverse. Even if you do wipe out, it’s no big deal. That’s why we have ropes, right?”

			Taylor forced herself not to look down. “Sure.”

			Don’t think about falling ninety feet. Don’t think about broken bones and copious amounts of spilled blood.

			“Climbing.” She swung her weight sideways, ready for the final moves of the traverse, as wind gusted off the summit. Somewhere, a bird cried shrilly, and Taylor blinked as grit and dust blew in her eyes, breaking her concentration.

			Her toe slipped on its ledge, the rope jerking against her leg. She worked her feet hard, fighting for traction, but her balance was blown and she snapped sideways into a free fall, spinning wildly.

			Rock and sky ran together in a terrifying blue-gray blur as the rope jerked again, then tore free from the wall. Taylor screamed, tumbling out of control.

			The last thing she saw was the cliff wall spinning up to meet her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			Limping to the elevator, Taylor pushed the UP button.

			It was a complete miracle her bones weren’t scattered over the bottom of a cliff. After more than four hours in the E.R. with Candace, she was queasily aware of how lucky they had been. Her neighbor had taken a tumble and now sported a nasty gash along her back, while Taylor had received four stitches above her right knee, a cut on her face, and about a thousand bruises.

			But they were both damned lucky the fall hadn’t been worse, and Taylor was pretty sure it was no thanks to a bottom-feeder named Harris Rains.

			Under the influence of two Darvocets, Candace had come up with the only humor of the evening: “It never Rains, it bores. . . .”

			Wincing, Taylor shuffled off the elevator and dumped her climbing bag on the floor outside her apartment, searching for her keys. Only then did she register the amazing smells of food emanating from the nearest apartment—which was very odd since her neighbor was a Cal Tech geek whose idea of a well-rounded diet was a blonde in a thong and two six-packs of Dos Equis. The man probably hadn’t opened his oven in months.

			Taylor took another lingering sniff.

			Lasagna with really good cheese. The spice smells could be pumpkin pie. She closed her eyes in silent homage to the unknown chef.

			Despite her growling stomach, she resolutely ignored the open door. With a new book in progress, eating came at odd moments when the words weren’t flowing. Even at the best of times, Taylor was no cook. Scrambled eggs and coffee tested the limits of her skill. Her favorite kitchen utensils were a telephone and a take-out menu.

			Another whiff of tomato sauce with fresh basil and oregano drifted down the hall. Taylor felt like weeping.

			But she had a can of soup inside. She’d shower and heat something up. For dessert she’d have the smashed protein bar left over after the climbing trek from hell.

			Behind her, boots scraped on bare wood. A long rail of unfinished pine shot out of her neighbor’s doorway.

			And holding it steady was the most amazing, delicious, outstanding male body she had ever set eyes on.

			“Coming through.”

			Taylor watched in stunned silence. Van Damme shoulders. Kung-fu torso.

			Could you have a hot flash at thirty-five?

			The geek must be doing an apartment makeover. His handyman clearly had a girlfriend happy to throw together a six-course meal on short notice.

			With a body like that, the man could have any food group he wanted, anywhere he wanted.

			He studied Taylor as he hefted the board easily onto one hip. “You live in 7B?”

			Taylor realized she was staring. Staring glassy-eyed. “Uh . . . yeah. That’s me.”

			“I hope the noise isn’t bothering you. I’m putting in a new kitchen cabinet today.”

			“I didn’t hear anything.” Taylor cleared her throat. “I—I just came in.”

			“Jack Broussard. I’m your new neighbor.” Mr. Fixit held out a hand covered with sawdust. “Pleasure to meet you.”

			Taylor swallowed. Her eyes kept drifting down that muscled chest to lean hips. “Taylor O’Toole. What happened to the prior tenant?”

			The man shrugged. “Some kind of research grant came up at Cal Tech. In exchange for cheap rent, I agreed to update a few things in the apartment.”

			His gray eyes narrowed on her knee, bandaged just below her spandex climbing shorts. “Take a tumble on your bike?”

			“No, from a cliff up in Marin. It was my first outdoor climb.”

			He shifted the plank of wood. “And you fell?”

			“The rope pulled free.” Taylor shivered, blocking the memories.

			“It must hurt.” Her new neighbor leaned the wooden plank against the wall, muscles flexing smoothly. “You couldn’t get me up on a cliff without a gun at my back.”

			Taylor didn’t even have enough energy left to brag. “You probably won’t get me up there again either. One of the bolts broke and the rope pulled free.” Even now she couldn’t suppress a shiver. “Free fall at ninety feet isn’t exactly my idea of fun.”

			The cool gray eyes flickered over her bandaged knee again. “Sounds ugly. Sure you’re okay?”

			“Four stitches, but it could have been worse.” The lasagna smell was killing her, but she tried to look nonchalant while managing not to trip over her climbing bag.

			Her neighbor ran strong, calloused fingers thoughtfully down the rough plank. “Does that kind of thing happen a lot when you’re climbing?”

			“What kind of thing?”

			“Bolts pulling out. Free fall.”

			Only dogged pride kept Taylor on her feet, as exhaustion warred with pain from the stitches. “I don’t think so. Then again, some people have a warped idea of extreme fun.” She picked up her bag. “I’d better go and let you work on your studs.” She winced. “Nuts. I mean beams. Whatever you call them. Tell whoever’s cooking that she’s got my vote for the James Beard award.”

			She was pretty sure she heard him laugh as she closed her door, but her legs began to shake and she didn’t stay around to find out.

			 

			An hour later, fresh from a steamy bath, Taylor padded into the kitchen and stared into her refrigerator. Optimism turned to disgust. All she had was a wilted head of lettuce and two half-eaten cartons of yogurt.

			Lasagna was her favorite food in the world, followed closely by chestnut ice cream from Berthillon’s in Paris. Unfortunately, it was a long way to Paris.

			Shaking her head, she headed down the hall to her office. In a few seconds she was deep in a scene involving two women climbers, a swift-moving bank of fog, and a sheer wall of granite.

			 

			Taylor lasted fifty-three minutes and four pages. The fog fled, the rocks simply evaporated. So much for being creative.

			The final straw had been the chocolate fragrance filling her apartment. She paced the living room like a rabid animal and finally threw down her notebook.

			You are a total disgrace. In fact, you have the willpower of a slug.

			But what did pride matter when bittersweet chocolate was involved? She straightened her shoulders, stalked outside, and banged on the door.

			Her neighbor answered on the fourth knock. Same stellar abs. Same Van Damme shoulders on a body that belonged in a museum.

			Taylor looked up swiftly. “I know this is rude, but is that bittersweet chocolate I keep smelling?”

			He had a towel draped over one shoulder and sawdust dotting his chest. Taylor had a wild image of her fingers brushing aside the fine powder and tracing those warm, rigid muscles.

			She managed to restrain herself.

			“Ganache.” His mouth twitched. “Belgian chocolate.”

			“Dark chocolate? The really good stuff?”

			“The darker the better. The éclairs are almost done.”

			She smiled weakly. “Would you consider a trade? How about my firstborn child and a dozen active credit cards for one éclair?”

			His brow rose. “I didn’t hear any children at your place.”

			“I don’t have any—yet. I’ll get started right away if it will help.” She flushed when she realized what she’d said. “So to speak.”

			“Save the children.” He stepped aside and held open the door. “Take your pick of the éclairs. You want some lasagna to go with it?”

			Suck it in, O’Toole. Don’t drool. “Lasagna?” She managed a casual laugh. “Is that what I was smelling?”

			“It’s an old family recipe.” He gestured at a big living room outfitted with sawhorses, tools, and dozens of boxes. “It’s a mess in here, so be careful. Especially watch out for that saw in the corner.”

			Taylor sidestepped a hammer and nails, glancing at one of the boxes. “You seem to have a lot of equipment. How much renovation are you planning to do?”

			“Replace the counters. Resurface the drawers and cabinet doors. Maybe change the floor. A deep red saltillo tile would be nice.”

			Sawdust drifted. Taylor watched him shift another plank of wood with practiced ease. Why did the image of sweat and manual labor suddenly seem so sexy? “No offense, but I hope it won’t be too noisy. I work at home.”

			“What kind of work?” The question was casual as he pulled the lid off a big ceramic baking dish.

			Lasagna smells filled the air and Taylor’s knees threatened to buckle. “Writing. Suspense—heavy on characters and a solid hit of romance.” She waited for the snicker, the frown, the twist of the lips.

			He simply nodded. “Sounds interesting.”

			“It has its moments. Some days you enjoy matching a nasty face with a lethal bullet.”

			Her neighbor chuckled, measuring a piece of lasagna with his knife. “How about this much?”

			Was the Pope Catholic? “Gee, I don’t want to be greedy.”

			“No problem. I made plenty.”

			Taylor felt her jaw go slack. “You’re the cook?”

			He slid an éclair onto a plate and added a decadent amount of Belgian chocolate sauce. “My dad always said if a man wanted to eat, he owed it to himself to learn to cook. As a matter of fact, he could cook circles around my mom.” He smiled. “And she liked it just fine that way.”

			Taylor forced her mouth closed. Mr. Five-Star Biceps could cook?

			“Have some while the sauce is still warm.”

			She stared down at the plate he’d thrust into her fingers, pretty sure she was on the verge of disgracing herself. “Well, I don’t—”

			“Go on.” He leaned back against the cabinet, grinning. “Don’t tell me you’re one of these women who watches every calorie.” There was a glint of challenge in his eyes.

			“Well, no, but—”

			He slanted a look over her legs, now encased in fake leather capri pants.

			Taylor registered the faint look of challenge, and that was her undoing. She took a big bite of éclair—and nearly staggered with the decadent force of the rich chocolate and whipped cream. “Not bad,” she said huskily, licking white froth off her finger.

			Her neighbor didn’t move. “If you let me watch you eat,” he said slowly, “I’ll give you a few more.”

			Suddenly the room felt hot. Taylor picked up an electric charge that hadn’t been evident seconds before. Maybe she was hallucinating from carbohydrate overdose. “No thanks, I’d probably drool. But I appreciate the food, really. If you ever need some cappuccino, just drop by. Coffee is about the only thing I can manage in the kitchen.”

			He crossed his arms, revealing ripped muscles. “I’ll keep it in mind. Let me know if the noise bothers you.”

			“Sure.” Taylor headed back to the door on autopilot. As she turned to say good-bye, she saw him silhouetted against the big picture window, light falling over his back. His face was in shadow and he didn’t look like a carpenter.

			Now he looked cool and dangerous.

			“Did you say carpentry was your regular job?”

			“You have something against carpenters?”

			She stared at him in silence. In his face. The cool edge of challenge was back in his face.

			“Look, Mr. Broussard, the question wasn’t personal. It’s just habit for me to watch people. As a writer, part of my work is noticing how people talk, how they move. You look like an athlete. Or maybe a soldier. Definitely not a carpenter.”

			He picked up a hammer and shoved it into the tool belt riding low at his waist. “I didn’t know that carpenters had any particular look. But trust me, you’ll know that’s what I am when the banging starts.”

			 

			Jack Broussard closed the door and frowned. He heard feet tap down the hall and a door close. Quickly he walked into the bedroom and lifted a cardboard box, revealing a state-of-the-art surveillance system and two sets of headphones. He slid on the smaller headphones and fiddled with a dial.

			He heard the dead bolt slide home next door, followed by shoes scraping across a wooden floor. Every sound was magnified by the powerful system he’d just installed in the wall adjoining the two apartments.

			Dishes scraped in the kitchen. Water ran briefly. A refrigerator door opened, then closed.

			Broussard considered her explanation about the bandage on her leg. A bolt that pulled free at ninety feet? The woman was damned lucky she wasn’t bloody hamburger in a ravine somewhere. He had to hand her points for courage, if not for intelligence. Rock climbing wasn’t like chalking up fifteen minutes on a StairMaster twice a week.

			Amateurs never understood that you had to train for danger full time or the training didn’t stick. But was she an amateur?

			He considered the question as he pulled a cell phone from a nearby drawer and punched in a set of numbers that would appear in no phone directory anywhere.

			The phone clicked once and the call was relayed to a new location.

			Jack entered his password. Silence fell, followed by a pleasant female voice telling him he had reached a nonworking number. He knew the drill so well that he didn’t skip a beat. Jack gave his name, asked two short questions, then listened intently.

			 

			The envelope was still waiting on the edge of her desk. Taylor didn’t have to look to see the neatly typed label and the expensive gray paper.

			She put the lasagna she had taken on the counter and went in search of silverware. Next came spring water with a wedge of lemon. An Irish linen napkin. Her knee ached as she raised the blind, giving a brilliant view of hilly San Francisco streets and a distant glint of water.

			She turned.

			The envelope was still there on her desk, mocking her, making something turn over in her chest. She didn’t have to see the papers inside to know what they said.

			You are encouraged to keep the department or this agency informed of your current address in order to permit a response to any inquiry concerning medical or social history made by or on behalf of the child who was the subject to the court action terminating parental rights.

			(a) Section 9203 of the Family Code authorizes a person who has been adopted and who attains the age of 21 years to make a request to the State Department of Social Services, or the licensed adoption agency that joined in the adoption petition, for the name and address of the adoptee’s birth parents. Indicate by checking one of the boxes below whether or not you wish your name and address to be disclosed in such a case:

			Below were three simple lines.

			•  Yes

			•  No

			•  Uncertain at this time; will notify agency at later date

			The last line was checked.

			Taylor closed her eyes. Someone had conceived her—whether in lust, boredom, or dread, she didn’t know. Nine months later she had been pulled shriveled, red-faced, and terrified from a stranger’s body and she probably would never know the reasons why. Taylor felt an explosion of fury at the woman who had turned her head, ignored her cries, and handed her over to a stranger. She hated whoever her mother was, wherever she was, whatever her reasons. She hated—and yet her heart was a ragged, seeping wound, torn in two by regret and a vast longing.

			With shaking hands she reached for the legal document, which had been shoved unnoticed and misfiled inside a collection of forms returned after the death of her family’s longtime lawyer. One call and she could initiate the search that would strip away thirty-five years of lies. One call that would open yet more wounds.

			Her fingers shook. She strained, trying to touch the envelope, her heart pounding.

			On her desk, the phone rang. Taylor froze, her hand still outstretched. She took a breath in and out, slowly, as if her life, her whole future, hung in the balance. Then her eyes flickered to the small digital screen and she read the number.

			Pick up the phone. Say one word. Say yes and they’ll start searching, trying to open the records and find your mother.

			Your other mother.

			But Taylor couldn’t move. Tears came as the phone went on ringing, each peal a new assault bringing a fresh stab of indecision.

			If she didn’t say yes, she’d never know the truth of who she was. She was entitled to a background history at least, with a reasonable assessment of genetic risks and medical concerns. If she didn’t fight for answers, the holes in her past would grow larger every year, until the anger and uncertainty overwhelmed her.

			But she couldn’t move, tears hot and slick on her face, knees shaking, heartsick.

			The phone finally stopped ringing and the silence settled around her. She thought about a baby crying in the night and she thought about the mother she’d never known, and then she slid slowly back against the counter, her wet face pressed against her hands while harsh, racking sobs consumed her.

			It was Candace’s call that roused her nearly an hour later. After a cautious glance at the number, Taylor answered with a voice that wasn’t quite steady.

			“Taylor, what’s wrong?”

			“It’s—it’s my leg, Candace. The stitches. You know.”

			“Tell me about it.” Candace gave a shaky laugh. “I’ve thrown up twice today, and I never throw up.” She took a sharp breath. “But you’re okay, right?”

			Taylor forced her thoughts away from the envelope on her desk. “I’m fine. We walked away and that’s what counts.” She hesitated. “Are you certain you gave me all the climbing gear we used?”

			“Absolutely. Not that I’d ever touch those things again. The rope really took a beating. But why—” Candace hesitated. “God. You really do believe that Harris arranged this, don’t you?”

			“Let’s just say I want some answers.”

			“But it had to be an accident, Taylor. I checked every inch of that rope myself, along with the bolts and carabiners. Everything was in tip-top shape this morning.”

			“I’m sure it was.” Taylor was determined to have the gear examined by an outside expert. If Harris had tampered with anything, Taylor was going after him big-time. But until then, she was telling Candace nothing about her plan. “So what have you heard from Lover Boy?”

			“He called a few minutes ago. He asked how things were going and if we’d had a good climb.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Everything’s peachy. That’s what I should have said, isn’t it? Not tell him the truth?”

			Taylor rubbed her forehead, where a slow throb was building to a major headache. “Don’t tell him anything. Next time he calls, just hang up.” Taylor still couldn’t figure out why Harris would try to get rid of Candace. Was he tired of her, angry with her, or was he afraid that she knew too much about some kind of trouble he was involved in? “I still think we should call the police.”

			Candace made a low sound of protest. “Not until I know what’s wrong. All of this could be a mistake.”

			“Have you seen the silver Lexus again?”

			“I haven’t gone out since I got home, but I’ll get the license number if it shows up. Meanwhile, I just wanted to say how sorry I am. Your first outdoor climb should have been fun and exciting. Instead it was . . .”

			A certified nightmare, Taylor thought grimly.

			But she kept her voice level. “Forget it, Candace. We’ll deal with Harris if he was involved. I should be thanking you. With all these aches and bruises, I have no energy left for anything but writing, which is what I should be doing anyway.”

			“That makes me feel better. And good luck with the new book. It’s a sequel, right? With a heroine who is a novice climber?”

			Taylor felt her headache grow. “That was the plan, but for some reason I can’t get any of my characters to do what they’re supposed to do. The good ones keep turning bad, and the bad ones keep redeeming themselves.”

			Actually, Taylor’s creative flow was at a standstill for the first time in her life. She knew it had nothing to do with the climbing accident and everything to do with the big gray envelope lying on her desk. “Speaking of which, I’d better get back to it.”

			“Of course. I’ll call you with that plate number. Meanwhile, maybe you should relax, go get a haircut and a pedicure. You know, let yourself be pampered.”

			“That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day. But first I have to finish another chapter. So many murders, so little time.”

			Candace chuckled. “That’s funny, considering you’re the least bloodthirsty person I know.”

			If Rains kept up his nasty tricks, Taylor decided she might develop a taste for bloodshed. But until then, she had work to do. She hung up, gritted her teeth, and padded to her office, determined to wrestle six characters into abject submission.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			Taylor’s hands were covered in green glop.

			She stared at her nails, submerged beneath cold gel. Seventy-five dollars an hour, and you got green glop. They could charge you an extra fifty dollars for aromatherapy vitalizing essence, and it smelled nice, but it was still dish soap as far as she could see.

			After two days at home, her bruises had healed to the point of being a minor irritation. The stitches were progressing more slowly, and every tug brought back memories of her wild tumble before the lower bolt had caught, gripping her rope and breaking her fall. But she’d shoved down the terror and plunged into her work, emerging with twenty new pages. As a reward, she’d headed off for an hour of R and R at the expert hands of her old friend, Sunny de Vito.

			Candace was right. Pampering was definitely in order.

			Right now Sunny was staring at her, and Taylor realized she hadn’t heard a word her friend had said. “Sorry, I wasn’t listening.” Taylor blinked at her stylist, whom she’d known from her reckless high school days near Carmel.

			Sunny waved her styling scissors. “Forget about your climbing accident. We’ve got more important things to discuss. I said, Do you want layers?”

			“Sure.” Taylor frowned. “But no dye.”

			“Whatever.” Sunny went to work, and hair flew. “You’ve always been a daydreamer, ever since I met you back in ninth grade.”

			“Daydreaming is good. Actually, it’s half of what a writer does. And don’t remind me of high school, please.”

			Sunny grinned. “I’ll try not to, although that skirt you made out of duct tape comes immediately to mind. But I’ll shut up while you try one of those Belgian truffles.”

			Taylor eased her teeth into a decadent treat that left her toes curling and thought about Harris Rains. A simple search on the Internet had revealed that the lab Rains worked for did $12 million a year in recombinant DNA research. No information was available about their specific clients or projects.

			The fact that she’d glimpsed a silver Lexus SUV at a cross street outside her apartment had to be a coincidence. Meanwhile, she had considered the situation from every angle, and sometime near dawn she had come to a conclusion.

			Harris Rains deserved to have a stalker. Nothing overt to make him paranoid, of course. Just enough to find out what he was up to. Taylor had also called a friend and made an appointment to turn over Candace’s climbing gear for his expert assessment. If she hadn’t been facing a book deadline, she would have done more research herself, but such was life.

			She considered her half-eaten truffle and smiled nastily. She was looking forward to some part-time surveillance on Harris Rains. After writing books on the subject, it would be a snap.

			“Stalk who?” Sunny stared at her from behind a pair of styling scissors.

			Taylor realized she’d been muttering. “No one.”

			Her friend took a step back, not fooled for a second. She shoved a hand on her ample hips, a vision in black Lycra and magenta chiffon. The nose ring added the final touch of North Beach hip. “You aren’t going to fight me about the highlights, are you? You need highlights.”

			Like she needed a nose ring. “No highlights, Sunny. Just a cut.”

			Her friend snorted. “Highlights would help, you know.”

			“Help with what?”

			“You’re looking whipped, my dear. Too much running around and not enough Pilates.”

			Taylor turned to glare at her image in the mirror. Sure enough, there were disgusting dark circles under her eyes. Taylor scowled. Book deadlines were hell, as every author knew. It was wonderful to have written, but the actual process unfolding in the real, live present tense usually sucked.

			Especially when the dreaded b word came into play.

			B-l-o-c-k.

			Taylor closed her eyes at the mere thought. Fortunately for the reading public, writing was like childbirth: You forgot all the agony when you held the finished product in your hands, exhausted but radiant with a delirious sense of completion.

			She sighed. Only 427 more pages to go. Meanwhile, she had to do something about her dark circles. “Okay, maybe a facial, but no highlights.” Every time she came here, Sunny talked her into going a shade lighter. Now her hair was right on the edge of strawberry blond, and there was no way Taylor was going any further.

			“Something in a nice ash tone would work.”

			“Absolutely not. Highlights, but no color.”

			“What are you so afraid of?”

			“I’m afraid of nothing.”

			“Fine, then we’ll go for the strawberry.” Sunny gestured to a man behind a cabinet full of bottles. “I need New Passion #54, Jerome.”

			Taylor stood up. “That’s it. I’m gone.”

			“My, but someone’s snippy today. Not enough Vitamin B12, I imagine. What you need is some lovely wheat grass.” Sunny nodded to another ascetic-looking young man working a juicer at the front counter. “One Green Goddess over here, Sanford. Double chlorella.”

			Taylor felt a gag reflex starting. “Scratch the Green Goddess.”

			Sunny waited gravely.

			“Fine, fine. Forget the green slime, and I’ll take the highlights.”

			Sunny smiled benignly. “They always do.” She crooked a finger, leading Taylor to a station with combs, curlers, and twenty sizes of foil. “So what’s happening with your next book? I can’t wait to see how you follow up on The Farewell Code.”

			Taylor hid a grimace. “Oh, the writing’s going great.” All twenty-four pages and two paragraphs of it. “Slow, but great.”

			Sunny frowned. “Isn’t your book due in May?”

			“Hey, everything’s under control,” Taylor lied smoothly.

			“This from the queen of last minute? You know that kind of stress is hell on your system. Let me see your fingernails.”

			Taylor grimaced.

			“Just what I suspected. They’re bitten down to stubs. Why don’t you start writing sooner? How much research does one book take?”

			Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “Do I tell you how to cut layers or handle a curling iron?”

			“Try it and die.”

			“I rest my case.”

			“I was just offering a little advice.” Sunny tossed a cover over Taylor’s shoulders and pushed her down for a shampoo. “So what’s your angle this time? Embezzlers, immigration scams? A white slavery ring? You know, my uncle was just telling me yesterday that he couldn’t wait for your next book. He has his whole reading club waiting for it, too.”

			Taylor swallowed. “Your uncle Vinnie has a reading club?”

			“Just a few guys from the old days. You know, back in Little Italy.”

			A transplanted New Yorker, Sunny’s uncle Vinnie was now famous in certain parts of San Francisco, namely police headquarters. He had a rap sheet the size of a city block, and thirty years ago he would have been a dead ringer for Tony Soprano. Even now when he walked into a room, women felt a frisson of excitement—and grown men felt their insides churn. He was as “made” as you could get and not be floating in the Hudson River.

			“Gee, that’s . . . nice. Tell him I said thanks.”

			Sunny stabbed at the air. “You have any trouble with anyone, Uncle Vinnie says to let him know. He’s serious. He has ways to handle problems.” She made two fingers into a gun.

			Taylor squirmed on the imitation velvet chair. “I’ll pass on the hit, Sunny.”

			“Hey, you never know. If Vinnie can’t help you, my cousin Giovanni will. He lives in Vegas, but he’s got business interests all over, if you know what I mean.” Sunny finished the shampoo and tossed a towel around Taylor’s head.

			Taylor squinted around the towel. “Actually, I could use some information on a man who works in a lab in Pacific Heights. He may be in some kind of trouble.”

			“And?”

			Taylor chose her words carefully. “And he may be threatening a friend of mine.” He may also be threatening me.

			Sunny said something in Italian, tossed down her comb, and pulled out a cell phone. Today it was magenta, to match her blouse. “Let Uncle Vinnie handle this. He’s got finesse, you know.”

			As far as Taylor could see, Vinnie de Vito had about as much finesse as Robert de Niro in Raging Bull, but she decided not to mention it when Sunny was being so helpful.

			Her friend punched in some numbers. After preliminary family chitchat and the usual questions about when she was going to give up the beauty business and settle down with a nice Italian man and make a big family, Sunny got down to business. “Taylor’s here, Uncle Vinnie. Yes, of course I gave her your love. Yes, I told her you’re waiting for the new book. The thing is, she needs some help.” Sunny winked at Taylor. “No, not that kind of help, Uncle Vinnie. Just some information. She’s working on her next book, and she needs to check on a local lab.” She gave him Harris Rains’ name and the lab name, listened for a moment, then covered the phone. “He says he’ll mail you a cashier’s check for a thousand dollars if you send him the pages for his reading club as soon as you’re done with the book.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of—”

			Sunny spoke into the phone, then looked up. “He says five thousand.”

			Taylor swallowed. “He’ll have the first copies, no money asked.”

			“You’re on, Uncle Vinnie. No charge for the pages. So, can you make a few calls about Harris Rains and his lab? We’ll be here at the salon while Taylor gets some color. Blonde,” she added firmly.

			Taylor glared.

			Sunny ignored her. “Within the hour? Great. I knew you could do it. We’ll be waiting.” Sunny cut the connection and rolled back her sleeves. “Let’s get to work.”

			Taylor watched foil squares flutter in the air currents, listening to Sunny’s latest gossip about who was getting hair extensions and BOTOX injections. At the same time, another part of her brain was running through plot possibilities.

			The writer’s curse: always being two places at once.

			She sat up tensely when Sunny’s cell phone rang. Sunny made notes on a pad, then hung up. “Harris Rains, this is your life,” she announced. “Vinnie got everything: home address, home phone, cell, and fax numbers. You also have his driving record. My uncle said to tell you this guy could be a little flaky, judging by his credit history.”

			“He got all that?”

			Sunny shrugged. “Banking records, too. He’s made some bad stock investments, it seems.”

			It had taken him, what, twenty minutes to snare a stranger’s complete life story? So much for the sanctity of banking laws and institutional privacy.

			Taylor frowned, wondering how easy it would be for someone to get all the details of her life, birth records in particular.

			One demon at a time. “Is it accurate?”

			“Trust me, my uncle never gets false information,” Sunny said gravely.

			Taylor could believe that. Giving Vinnie de Vito false information could get you fitted for a cement tuxedo and a nice permanent berth beneath the Oakland Bay Bridge.

			“So how’s Rains’ credit?”

			“Six cards. All maxed out.”

			“No kidding.” So much for Candace’s assurances that Harris was rolling in cash and expecting a huge stock bonus any day. Stocks didn’t always equate to liquid assets, as any survivor of Wall Street’s latest roller-coaster antics could warrant.

			Sunny unfolded the first piece of foil and stared gravely at Taylor’s hair.

			“Well?” Taylor waited anxiously. “Please tell me I’m not going to have hair like Pamela Anderson’s.”

			“Of course not. Her hair’s long, and yours is short.” Sunny opened another foil section. “Interesting.”

			Anxiety skittered into panic. “Interesting as in why-is-she-trying-to-look-like-Pamela-Anderson-but-with-short-hair?”

			Sunny glanced at Taylor’s chest. “Sorry, but you’re out of luck in the breast department, too.” She unfolded another piece of foil. “Stop worrying. When I’m done, you’re going to knock people dead.”

			Taylor closed her eyes. Knocking people dead was exactly what she was afraid of. When she looked up, Sanford of the Green Goddess drink was standing beside Sunny, holding out a large basket lined with green paper. “A messenger just dropped this off up front. He said it was for Taylor O’Toole.”

			“Flowers ’R Us? That means a secret admirer for sure.” Sunny did a snappy high five with Sanford, followed by some sharp finger moves. “I just love stuff like this.”

			“I don’t have any secret admirers. And no one knows I’m here.”

			“Stop being so cynical and open the gift.” Taylor took the basket from Sunny, then tugged at the gaudy metallic bow. “I don’t know about his taste.” She removed the ribbon and dug away three layers of green waxed paper, then stopped cold.

			She swallowed, taking another reluctant look. “Judging by this, I think we can forget about a secret admirer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
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			FROM TAYLOR’S BOOK OF RULES:
Breathe fast. You might not feel it.

			“Let me see.” Sunny shoved her aside. As she did, the basket tipped and half a dozen black blooms spilled onto the floor. “Is this some kind of joke? These are black. For dead people.” Her voice rose shrilly.

			Taylor’s heart hammered as she shoved the fallen flowers back in the basket, where they spilled over an intricate funeral wreath, of black irises, tulips, and lilies. “See if the receptionist got the name of the messenger service.” Taylor stood up awkwardly, half in shock. “But first tell me where your service entrance is.”

			“Past the bathrooms and through the storage area. Be careful.”

			Taylor didn’t need a warning. The situation had turned nasty, and she was taking no chances on a direct confrontation. With any luck she could get a name, description, or a truck number to be traced later. Someone was going to pay for this sick little joke.

			She hit the back door at a run, scanning the sunny parking lot. Two Jaguars. Red Beemer. A young Hispanic man stacking cartons near a Dumpster.

			No floral delivery truck.

			No messenger.

			Taylor felt oddly surreal. Things like this didn’t happen in her safe, ordered world. The Hispanic man, whom she had often seen cleaning up for Sunny, was staring at her, and Taylor realized her whole body was shaking.

			“Hey, lady, you okay?”

			Was she? How were you supposed to feel when someone sent you a funeral arrangement as a demented and very cold-blooded warning?

			“Are you sick or something, lady? You like me to get a doctor?”

			Taylor shook her head. “No—I’m fine.” Not in a million years was she fine. “I just need to . . .” To stop panicking. To stop shaking. “I need to sit down.”

			“Here, use this box.” The young man frowned, shoving a sturdy box in front of her. “Had a bad day?”

			Taylor sank blindly onto the box. “A bad week, actually.”

			“Yeah, I’ve had plenty of those. What happened? You lose your job or something?”

			“Worse.” Someone had just sent her a death threat, clear and simple.

			It still felt surreal, like a nightmare happening to someone else. She had been followed and warned off in clear terms, and she could think of only one person with a motive.

			Harris Rains. She was involved now—dangerously involved.

			“Have you seen a truck or a deliveryman outside the salon?”

			“Not in the last fifteen minutes. I don’t know about before that.” The young man moved back a step, looking worried. “Maybe you should see the police.”

			He was right, of course. Taylor would have to do that next—as soon as her legs stopped shaking long enough for her to stand up.

			Just then the back door shot open, and Sunny sprinted outside. “Find anything?”

			Taylor shook her head.

			“The receptionist didn’t get his name. He was wearing a blue uniform, but she doesn’t remember the company.”

			“It was probably a phony name anyway.”

			Sunny braced one hand against the wall. “I’m not feeling so good.”

			Taylor took a deep breath. “We don’t have time to be sick. We’ve got to think.”

			“About what, the sleaze that would do something like this?” Sunny’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me—Harris Rains.”

			“Harris Rains is looking very likely.” Taylor had a sudden, horrible thought. She dug in her purse for her cell phone and punched in Candace’s number. “Candace, where are you?”

			“At home. Why—”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Of course. What’s wrong?”

			Taylor puffed out a breath in relief. “I just got a little present delivered to me, and I suspect it came from your dear friend Harris.” Taylor heard the words in an echo that seemed very faint, like a television heard from a nearby room.

			“What kind of present?” Candace asked nervously.

			“A funeral arrangement.” Taylor stopped as Sunny shoved something into her hand.

			It was the gift card that had been taped on the outside of the arrangement. “He sent a message, too. ‘In memorium.’ ” Taylor stared at the neatly typed card. No way to trace that. “Your friend Harris is starting to seriously piss me off.”

			“But you can’t be sure that Harris sent it. Maybe I should call him and—”

			“I want you to stay away from him,” Taylor said grimly. “If he calls, hang up. If he knocks at your door, throw the bolt and call the police. I’m serious about this.”

			Candace didn’t answer. Taylor had a bad feeling that she wasn’t really listening.

			“Candace?”

			“I hear you, Taylor. I—I appreciate your advice, but I’m confused and I need to think, okay? I’ll call you later. And—and I’m sorry.” There was a click and the line went dead. With a sinking feeling, Taylor realized her friend hadn’t agreed to anything. Candace still loved the scum, even now. Harris had really done a job on her.

			She put away her phone and followed Sunny back inside. The basket was still on Sunny’s chair.

			“I’m taking this to the police.”

			“Wait.” Sunny gripped her hand. “The police won’t do anything except file a long report and make you sign in triplicate. You need help now. Let Uncle Vinnie handle this.”

			“What can he do?”

			Sunny reached for the phone. “Plenty. Trust me.”

			Taylor wanted to argue, but she was starting to feel like throwing up. She realized her hair was still wrapped in dozens of foil rectangles, being stripped of all color even as she spoke. “Okay, call him. Maybe he can ask the right questions in the right places. But if he gets nowhere, I’m going to the police.”

			“Reasonable enough.”

			Taylor stared at the flowers, wondering what she would do next. “Can you finish my hair, Sunny? I’ve got to go.”

			“What are you planning to do?”

			“First, I’m going to throw up,” Taylor said. “After that, I’m going to dose myself with caffeine, then go stalk Harris Rains.”

			“That sounds dangerous,” Sunny said slowly.

			“Don’t worry, this is strictly a fact-finding mission. The man won’t even know I’m there. But I’m not giving up, Sunny. Not until I find out exactly what’s going on.”

			 

			Cars streamed in a noisy rush down Market Street forty-five minutes later as Taylor sat parked in afternoon traffic, facing a glass-and-chrome skyscraper. Thanks to several comments Candace had made, she knew Rains had worked on the fifteenth floor for the last three years.

			People came in and out of the front door, but none of them was Rains. Taylor summoned up the image of Candace’s friend, whom Taylor had seen once or twice in the building. The man wasn’t exactly movie-star material. Energetic smile, but a definite underbite. A thin nose and something aggressive in the eyes, as she recalled.

			She kept her eyes trained on the front door, which was the building’s only entrance except for the loading area and the lower-level parking garage. If Rains came out on foot, it had to be through this door.

			She flipped on her car stereo and tried to avoid her reflection in the rearview mirror, painfully aware that her hair was too bright, with too much gold and copper. But the layers were nice and Taylor had tugged on a black beret to cover most of her new iridescence.

			Just as well that Mr. Fixit had been nowhere in sight when she’d left her apartment. If he’d been baking fresh bread, she might have wrestled him to the sawdust and had her way with him.

			She glanced at the passing traffic. No police. No cars circling. So far, there had been no sign of a Lexus SUV either. If only Rains would put in an appearance.

			As the minutes crept past, caffeine withdrawal began to set in. Taylor glanced at her watch as she scratched her knee where the stitches were starting to pull.

			Still no sign of Rains.

			After writing half a dozen books on the subject, Taylor knew surveillance inside and out. On the passenger seat were a bottle of water, sandwiches, and a notebook. The telephoto lens on her camera would document everything Rains did. But as the afternoon dragged on, more people came and went, and none of them was Candace’s boyfriend. Novelty turned to boredom, then irritation, and finally Taylor tried calling his office number, but the secretary said he was in a meeting.

			Muttering, she cranked up Radiohead and watched the front door some more, reasonably certain that none of the businessmen in Armani couture was Harris Rains.

			Taylor tweezed one eyebrow and glared at the copper strands spiking out beneath her beret. She fidgeted, then tried calling Candace, but there was no answer. By now her cell phone battery was almost dead, so she pulled out her notebook marked surveillance and wrote buy car adapter in big letters.

			After that, she ate her last sandwich and wrote buy more egg salad.

			Then she sat some more.

			She had eaten most of a bag of corn chips, without any sign of Rains, when she decided the magical coffee sign shimmering across the street could no longer be ignored. She was halfway across the intersection, carrying an extra-large steaming moccachino with double whipped cream, when her target finally showed.

			She took a quick drink of her coffee, moaned as her throat suffered third-degree burns, then tossed the rest in a nearby garbage can and sank to a crouch behind a dusty Suburban while she staked out Rains. Walking beside him were two men, and one of them was the top science aide to the governor of California. Taylor didn’t recognize the other man, but he walked as if he was important, too.

			Taylor stayed out of sight as the trio passed, talking quietly. The two men shook hands with Rains, then left, and Rains continued walking. In no particular hurry, he stopped to buy a paper. Barely ten seconds later, three men got out of a parked car and moved up beside him. Rains looked startled and began gesturing a lot, which made the other men move even closer. Taylor sidled closer, too, straining to hear the conversation, but they were talking low and fast and she couldn’t pick up any details.

			As she continued to watch, Rains tried to pull away, but one of the men caught his arm, forcing him down the busy street. People passed, but no one seemed to notice Rains’ fear or the tense group of men flanking him. Taylor followed, staying several cars back and out of sight. One of the men gripped Rains’ shoulder, talking fast, while Rains bobbed his head, his face a sickly gray.

			Suddenly Rains called out a name. Taylor saw that the governor’s aide had appeared and was walking directly toward Rains, who forced a smile and pulled away from the angry men circling like sharks in chum-filled water. When the aide was a few feet away, the other men smoothed their ties, turned, and vanished down a side street.

			Candace’s boyfriend closed his eyes, going slack with relief. If he hadn’t been such scum, Taylor might almost have felt sorry for him. Just what kind of trouble had he gotten into?

			In a matter of seconds, the scientist seemed to regain his equilibrium, joking with the aide as they walked toward a nearby parking garage, where the aide got into his car. The instant he was gone, Rains pulled out a cell phone.

			Taylor closed the distance between them, trying vainly to overhear the conversation. When Rains walked down the street, she stuck right behind him. Five minutes later she was still on him like glue when he walked into a convenience store, talking quietly on the phone. Taylor shoved on sunglasses, pulled a newspaper in front of her face, and followed at a cautious distance, determined to hear what he was saying.

			The store was quiet as Rains walked down the snack aisle, still speaking quietly on the phone. Taylor stopped near the checkout area where he wouldn’t see her, and leaned on the counter. “I’m looking for imported chocolate and feminine hygiene products.”

			May as well kill two birds with one stone.

			The Asian man at the counter looked at her blankly, and she repeated the question, ignoring the sound of the door opening or the big man in a torn sweatshirt buying coffee at a nearby machine.

			Taylor tried another tack. “Do you speak English?”

			The old clerk’s expression didn’t change.

			The door opened again. A chunky man in a denim jacket entered, heading straight for the beer cooler.

			Taylor sighed. Rains was at the back of the store now, staring at one of the shelves as if it had grown horns. He had a frozen look of fear on his face, and his cell phone was dangling from his fingers.

			Behind Taylor the door opened again, and another man entered. Suddenly she realized it was unnaturally quiet in the store.

			She leaned closer to the clerk. “Hygiene? Paper? You know—women’s things.”

			When the clerk showed no sign of comprehension, Taylor gave up and ducked into the nearest aisle, intensely aware of the growing silence. The chunky man was standing beside Rains, who looked even paler than before.

			Taylor inched back down the aisle. Coming after Rains was probably a bad idea. His nasty friends on the street had looked like people who played by their own rules.

			She circled back to the checkout area, planning to head for the door.

			But before she could pass him, the clerk motioned to her and leaned forward.

			“Help,” he whispered, his lips barely moving. “You leave quick, miss. Then you call police fast.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five
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			He watched her from across the street. She was hot and sweaty, her hair glowing gold in the sun, black leather hugging trim curves.

			The woman had great legs, no mistake about it.

			Jack Broussard couldn’t help a flash of raw male speculation before his mind snapped back to work. He’d been tracking Taylor O’Toole under close surveillance since she’d left her apartment. During the jaunt, he’d noticed Rains’ altercation with a group of strong-arm men whom he knew to be Argentinean nationals. Jack had called in a situation report and was assured that his intervention was unnecessary because federal agents were already monitoring the scene.

			But to his infinite irritation, Taylor had calmly followed Rains inside the convenience store. The woman was stalking him, without a hint of a doubt.

			Jack glanced at his watch, scowling. Taylor O’Toole was everything her file had said—brash, stubborn, and smart. The file had told him all about her twelve best-selling books, the sister near Carmel, and the coastal resort that had been in their family for three generations. He also knew her shoe size, food preferences, important friends, and shopping habits.

			But files didn’t tell you how a woman moved, how she smelled up close. Taylor O’Toole got five-star reviews on both counts.

			Jack felt no guilt at this intrusion into a stranger’s privacy. As a SEAL, he knew damned well that the U.S. government didn’t set up
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