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    PROLOGUE


    As Toni Carlton rode the elevator to the tower suite, she was more than a little curious to know why the president of the company had sent for her. He certainly didn’t approve of her. In fact, he had made that patently clear on more than one occasion.


    Toni had to smile because she was sure it irked the old die-hard chauvinist to admit that she had proven she was good enough at her job to vie for the hallowed position of director at Townsend’s Stock Brokerage and Investments (TSBI). She could count on one hand the number of female directors there had been. One was Townsend’s sister-in-law and the other a daughter of one of the board members. Was it possible he had decided to extend the proverbial olive branch to her?


    Toni tensed when the elevator door opened. Expelling a nervous breath, she steadied herself and stepped out onto the knee-deep, royal blue plush carpet. As she walked down the hall, the blue silk wallpaper, overlaid with an opulent cream and gold-braided design, made her feel every bit as uneasy as Mr. John Victor Townsend Sr. intended her to feel. As one of a small, elite group of successful black businessmen to head up a brokerage firm of this magnitude in California, he wanted all who worked for him to be respectful of his power.


    When Toni arrived at the executive office suite, Mildred Frances, Mr. Townsend’s personal secretary, greeted her with a smile that was professional, yet at the same time coolly mocking.


    “Go right in, Ms. Carlton.”


    As Toni walked over to the door, she looked back at the woman, wondering if that smile meant she was in for a hard time. Squaring her shoulders, she turned the knob. When she stepped inside, she found Mr. Townsend standing before a floor-to-ceiling window with his back to her. Toni cleared her throat and waited for him to acknowledge her presence. After a few long moments, he finally turned around. Her eyes widened in shock and concern at the distressed, sickly pallor of his face. He took several unsteady steps toward her.


    “Are you all right, Mr. Townsend?” Toni asked.


    He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. The cup he was holding slipped from his hand and fell to the floor. When his eyelids started to flutter, and he began to sag, Toni rushed toward him, intending to catch him in her arms, but his weight drove them both to the floor. Coming onto her knees, Toni quickly loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt collar.


    “Mr. Townsend, can you hear me? Is there some medication I can get for you?”


    “I—was—wrong—about—” He gasped. “Tell—tell…”


    “What, sir?”


    A gurgling noise resounded deep in his throat, and then spittle dribbled from his mouth and down his chin.


    “Miss Frances, call 911,” Toni yelled. “Mr. Townsend—”


    Before she could finish her sentence, his eyes closed and he was still. Toni screamed.


    The secretary came rushing into the room. “I called 911.” She gasped when she saw Mr. Townsend’s head cradled in Toni’s lap. “What happened?”


    Toni gazed up at her. “I’m not sure. He just collapsed. I—I think he’s dead.”

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Three Months Later


    Mackinsey Jessup eyed John Victor Townsend Jr., the newly made president of Townsend Stock Brokerage and Investments with curious dislike. One thing for sure, he was a sorry imitation of his father. Mack had worked for the company five years ago under the senior Townsend, but sensed that working for the son would be a different proposition entirely.


    Townsend cleared his throat. “As I mentioned when I contacted you, Mr. Jessup, I have found discrepancies in several of our premier accounts. I suspect an embezzlement scam is going on within the company. Will you take the case?”


    “I’m considering it.”


    “Look, Jessup, if you—”


    Mack watched as Townsend nervously moved his fingers through his thin salt and pepper hair.


    “If I take the case,” Mack cut him off, “the investigation will be handled my way, with no interference from you. Got it?” He smiled at the look of affronted dignity and controlled anger on the other man’s face. He could tell that Townsend was aching to rescind the request for his services. But Mack was sure he wouldn’t do that because he knew that Jessup Financial Investigations—specializing in corporate theft—happened to be the best in Los Angeles, in the state, Mack would go so far as to say. It was no brag, just fact.


    “All right, Jessup,” Townsend conceded through stiff lips. “Handle this your way.”


    “Good. Now the first thing I need you to do is get me a copy of all the portfolios that have been tampered with, or that you suspect have been tampered with. Oh, and I’ll need to check out your account books, personnel files, computer disks, printouts; in essence, everything.”


    Townsend’s exasperated brown eyes suddenly brightened. “Don’t you want to know who I suspect is the thief?”


    Mack arched his brows speculatively. “You have proof to support your allegations?”


    “No, but—”


    A sardonic smile curved Mack’s mouth. “As I said before, Mr. Townsend, leave the investigating to me.”


    “How soon do you want the information?” Townsend gritted out.


    “Now would be a good time since all of the employees have left for the day.”


    “But that means that I’ll have to personally—”


    “Retrieve the information? Exactly.”


    * * *


    As she sat eyeing the stack of reports and sales figures yet to analyze, Toni sighed and brushed back stray wisps of wavy black hair that had escaped from her upswept hairstyle. The thought of working overtime this evening didn’t appeal to her at all. She enjoyed her job as personal assistant to the CEO, but sometimes…


    Pat Davis, the department’s executive secretary, glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s almost quitting time, Toni. You’re not working late again tonight, are you?”


    Before Toni could answer, Hank Warren, the other personal assistant to the CEO, walked over to them and answered.


    “Of course she is. Have to rack up those brownie points. Right, sweetheart? Lucky for you old Townsend conveniently up and died.” He smirked. “Damn lucky, I’d say. It was like you arranged it. Sure you didn’t knock the old guy off?” He laughed, then cleared his throat and said, “You think you’ve got it made now, don’t you, Miss Efficiency? Save your energy, Toni. That directorship is as good as mine.”


    “You mean because you’re male? That’s not a prerequisite to success anymore, Hanky Panky,” Toni said in a sugary-sweet voice. She watched his eyes flash and his jaw clench with barely suppressed temper, knowing good and well how much he hated being called that. Toni shifted her attention back to Pat, completely ignoring him, and smiled. “In answer to your question, Pat, not tonight.”


    Toni’s phone buzzed. She picked up the receiver. “Yes, Mr. Clifford. If you need them for tomorrow’s conference meeting, then of course I can stay. No problem.”


    “You’ll be here alone with the boss,” Hank said thoughtfully. “Could it be those brownie points will be racked up in, shall we say, more personal ways?” The look he gave Toni before arrogantly striding from the office was riddled with amused malice.


    “Whew! If looks could kill,” Pat quipped.


    Toni shrugged. “Do I look like I’m scared?”


    “You really shouldn’t call him Hanky Panky to his face, even if most of the girls in the company do it behind his back.”


    “Maybe not, but the man is so full of himself I couldn’t resist.”


    Pat shook her head, then turned off her computer. “I’d better get moving. Joe’s waiting for me downstairs, and tonight I don’t dare be late. It’s Monday. You know what that means.”


    “Monday night football!” they chorused.


    “What it really means is that I’ll be relegated to playing waitress and serving my armchair quarterback popcorn and beer while he watches the game. I’m an executive secretary, for crying out loud.” A comic pout shaped her lips and mock resentment tinged her voice. “You’d think I’d risen above that. But not as far as Joe is concerned.” She glanced at Toni. “So it looks like you’re going to be working overtime after all.”


    “Mr. Clifford needs my help.”


    Pat plowed on. “For the last six months, no, make it the last year and a half, you’ve worked late three or four days out of every week. You bucking for sainthood by way of an early grave?”


    “Neither. I don’t mind the extra work, so give it a rest, Pat.”


    “Is the possibility of getting the promotion what’s driving you so hard?”


    “It’s not the only reason.”


    “You’re out to prove something, then.”


    “No woman starts at the bottom of the success ladder and reaches the position I have in so short a time without drive and ambition.”


    “And don’t forget hard work, above and beyond the call of duty. I hope Mr. Clifford appreciates the sacrifices you’re making, like putting your love life on the back burner.”


    “Joe is waiting for you, Pat,” Toni reminded her.


    She sighed. “You’re right, and he is.” Pat grabbed her purse and sweater, then sliced her friend a curious look. “You do have a love life, don’t you, Toni? You do go out?”


    “On occasion.” Toni averted her gaze.


    “When was the last time?” Pat asked in a coaxing voice intended to draw out confidences.


    “Pat!”


    “Oh, all right,” she said, slipping her purse strap over her shoulder. “I’m outta here.”


    As Toni watched her friend leave, a feeling of relief washed over her. She liked Pat, but sometimes…Toni glanced at the clock. If she hurried and finished the requested stock analysis, she could be ready to leave in an hour. Admittedly, she was beginning to feel more stressed lately. Maybe the long work weeks were getting to her, but it would all be worth it once she got the promotion.


    Toni had worked for TSBI three and a half, going on four, years. She’d started out as a stock and investment consultant trainee, and in the short span of three years she’d taken classes and had worked her way up to assistant to the CEO, Frank Clifford. He had promised her a bright future if she could prove she was up to the challenge. Despite Hank’s asinine insinuation that she was sleeping her way to the top, they both knew she was doing a damn good job. And that was what really rankled people.


    It was Toni’s dream to carve a permanent niche for herself at Townsend’s. Most of the people—the majority of them in the top positions at Townsend’s—stayed on until they retired. More than anything, she wanted job security, a feeling of belonging, permanence, something she’d rarely experienced in her twenty-six years.


    Toni got up from her seat and walked over to the coffee machine to pour herself a cup. She drank her coffee black, allowing no additives to dull her senses. It was all-important that she be sharp, alert and ready for any challenge. She carried her coffee to her desk, sat back in the chair, and after a few swallows of the strong, steamy stimulant set the cup down and swiveled her chair around to face the computer screen. Then she accessed the accounts portfolio menu, then went right into the Harper Bond Exchange file.


    She was ready to begin the sales comparison and stock analysis, but what she saw a minute later made her eyes widen in confusion. The sales figure for the common bonds this month and the previous two should have been recorded on the fifteenth. She checked the codes against the names on the bonds. They matched, but when she punched in confirmation, it showed they had been confirmed on the sixteenth in the two previous months. She would have to ask Pat about these entries. Evidently the dates or the codes or something had been wrongly entered.


    How odd.


    Pat was too good at what she did to overlook a mistake like this. Toni frowned. There had been similar instances in other accounts, but every time she’d gone in to investigate and shown it to the CEO, he had logically explained them away. So maybe she was going looney tunes.


    All right, girl, get back to work so you can go home, fix yourself a quick dinner and relax in a hot tub.


    Toni moved on to the next report. But the Harper account continued to prey on her mind. She stopped, cleared the screen and brought up the account again to check the percentage figures. According to what she was seeing the bonds had sold at 60% of their market value. But no details of the transaction had been recorded. She shook her head, wondering why they hadn’t been.


    “I’m ready to leave now, Toni,” Mr. Clifford announced. “Have you finished the report?”


    At the sound of her boss’s voice, she shifted her gaze away from her computer screen and glanced up at him. “I have a few more things to check out before I’m done, sir. It won’t be much longer.”


    He smiled, easing his hip onto her desk. “I’ve asked you to call me Frank.” He cleared his throat as he continued to watch her. “You’re certainly a conscientious young woman. It’s a rare quality these days. I can tell you. I intend to see that you are amply rewarded.”


    She smiled. “Thank you, sir.”


    “Now, none of that sir business. Call me Frank.”


    Toni’s smile faltered and she hurried to complete the report, waited for it to print, then handed it to him.


    He took the report and checked through it.


    Toni watched him. Something about the man disturbed her, even though she couldn’t quite put a name to it. He seemed fair and supportive of his employees, her anyway. And he was an attractive older man, but there were times when she felt weird vibes coming from him.


    He smiled, nodding his head. “As usual, you’ve done an excellent job. Come on, let me walk you out.” He waved his hand for her to precede him.


    Toni ached to examine the Harper account in more depth, but it would have to wait.


    * * *


    Several days after the monthly board meeting, Toni was in the hall outside the boardroom when she noticed the rigidity in Mr. Townsend’s steps as he walked over to the elevator. She felt sorry for the man. His latest proposal had been shot down. It had to be a humiliating experience for a company president. He was certainly not the force to be reckoned with that his father had been. For one thing, he lacked the man’s innate ruthlessness. Even though the senior Townsend was dead and his son was now president and chairman of the board, it was as though he were pulling strings from the grave.


    “Maybe I was wrong about you playing hot and heavy with old Frank to get the promotion, Toni,” Hank said, walking up behind her. “The way you were eyeing his son just now leads me to believe that you’re setting your goals higher these days. Maybe it’s Nina Townsend who should be worried.”


    “Has that thing you call a brain taken up permanent residence in the sewer, Hanky Panky? To you nothing is sacred, is it? You must want that promotion awfully bad.”


    “And I’m going to get it, too, never fear. No one, especially a woman, has ever beat me out of anything. And I don’t intend to let a new trend get started.”


    “There’s always a first time for everything. And you won’t always be able to stop the wave of the future, Hanky.”


    “Don’t call me that, damn it!”


    The look in his cold, black eyes and harshly handsome African-American features chilled her to the bone. The menacing look on his face was so frightening, she jumped when he shifted the subject to the death of the elder Townsend.


    “I wonder if a stroke was what really killed the old man. Maybe he was having an affair with you and it proved to be more than his body could handle.” A nasty grin distorted his face. “You were alone with him when he died. I wonder, sweetheart, are you pretty poison or what?”


    With that he walked away, leaving Toni seething.


    * * *


    “I’m glad you suggested we eat Italian today, Toni,” Pat commented.


    “Me too.” Toni grinned. “Even if I don’t know what I want to order.”


    “Just the thought of Mr. Angeletti’s lasagna makes my mouth water,” Pat confided as they followed the hostess.


    The Italian Kitchen was Toni’s favorite restaurant. And not because she happened to be part Italian. The prices were reasonable, the pasta was the best in town. The hostess showed them to a table near the garden, just off the outside terrace.


    Minutes later a waiter arrived with the menus. Pat ordered lasagna; Toni decided on the pasta salad. The waiter had taken their orders and left when Toni saw Mr. Townsend, his wife Nina, and Frank Clifford being shown to a table in the restaurant’s VIP section.


    Toni’s eyes narrowed in barely contained dislike as she studied Nina Townsend’s long, brassy-blond, thickly weaved hairstyle, heavy makeup, and the way she dressed, as though she were a twenty-year-old hoochie mama instead of a forty-something wife of a wealthy black businessman. The overly long fire-engine red nails reminded Toni of dragon claws. And the way the woman flirted shamelessly with Mr. Clifford, with her husband sitting right there, turned Toni’s stomach.


    “It’s enough to make you lose your appetite, isn’t it?” Pat wrinkled her nose.


    “Poor Mr. Townsend. I wonder how he could have ever married a woman like that.”


    “Isn’t that the way it usually happens? There’s just no accounting for taste.”


    * * *


    After finishing their lunch, Toni and Pat returned to the office. Toni picked up the report she’d started working on before lunch and was deep into studying it when Hank Warren came storming out of the CEO’s office and stalked past her. In his hurry to leave, he just missed colliding with Pat Davis. Toni wondered what had happened between him and the boss.


    “What did you say to piss him off this time?” Pat asked.


    “Not a thing, I swear,” Toni answered. “Forget about Hank. Listen, Pat, I need to talk to you about the Harper account.”


    “The Harper account?” She frowned.


    Toni swivelled her chair around to face the computer screen and accessed the Harper account, but when she did, she noticed that some of the facts and figures had been altered. What had happened to the mistakes? Who had changed them?


    Could it have been Hank? And Mr. Clifford had found out and that was reason he’d stormed out?


    “I found some mistakes the other day, but now they seemed to have vanished.”


    “Mistakes? What kind of mistakes?” Pat glanced over Toni’s shoulder at the computer screen, then gave her a confused sidelong look.


    “They were there, Pat. I swear to you they were.”


    “Well, they’re gone now.” Pat gave her a sympathetic smile. “I think you’ve been working too hard, girl. Look, I’ve got a lot to do before I go home. Joe is liable to go postal if I have to work overtime the way I used to. He was really bent out of shape about that.”


    Toni noticed that a distressed look came into her friend’s eyes. Pat let out a definitely strained sigh and added, “I wasn’t too crazy about that either.” A bitter edge tinged her voice. “Anyway, it only added to our shared opinion that Mr. Clifford is a Simon Legree or worse. And of course everybody knows he works you like a slave.”


    “But he doesn’t, actually.”


    “Try convincing Joe of that. Ever since I got promoted to executive secretary, he’s been impossible to live with.”


    “That’s because Mr. Clifford passed him over for mail room manager when he had assumed that it was in the bag. I’m sure Joe still resents it.”


    “But why should I have to suffer? My promotion has nothing to do with him not getting his.”


    “Evidently to Joe’s way of thinking it does. I also think he’s jealous.”


    “Joe? Jealous!” Pat made a derisive choking sound. “Of Mr. Clifford? Yeah, right.”


    “It’s possible, you know. You’re a pretty girl, Pat,” Toni observed, looking her friend over. Pat had huge hazel eyes and wore her short, brown hair in a cute pixie cut. Although petite, she had a curvy figure and looked a lot like the actress Jada Pinkett-Smith.


    Pat grinned. “You do wonders for a girl’s vanity.”


    After Pat had gone back to her desk, Toni thought about her friend’s reaction to what she’d said about Joe being jealous of their boss, and before that the crack about overtime. At other times there was something in the tone of her voice when her name and Mr. Clifford’s were linked in any conversation. Toni wondered what her attitude about that was all about. She shook her head and recalled the look of pure unadulterated murder on Hank Warren’s face when he came tearing out of the CEO’s office.


    * * *


    Toni was asked to work overtime on Thursday; Mr. Clifford had a meeting in Chicago and was scheduled to catch the red-eye flight, and needed a last-minute analysis done to take with him.


    Hank hadn’t been back to work since the day he stormed out, which left all the urgent work on her shoulders. Toni had found out at lunch the day before, from Mazie in personnel, that the CEO had “urged” Hank to take a few days off. Anxious curiosity worked through Toni’s system. She wondered what was going on and what effect it might have on her getting the promotion.


    She finished her work and headed for the elevators. As she got out on the parking lot level and started toward her car, she saw Bill Watkins, head of parking security.


    “Been working late again, I see.”


    “It’s becoming an occupational hazard, I’m afraid.” Toni laughed, continuing to her car.


    “Good night, now,” Bill called after her.


    Toni stopped in front of her car, setting her purse on the hood, to rummage inside for her keys. She sighed in frustration when she couldn’t find them. They had to be there somewhere. After making a more thorough search and still no keys, Toni concluded that they had fallen out of her purse into her bottom desk drawer. Damn it, she would have to go back upstairs to get them.


    She saw the knowing smile on Bill Watkins’ face when she headed back to the elevator.


    “Left your keys upstairs, huh?”


    “You guessed it. I should have checked to make sure I had them before leaving the office. Oh well.”


    The thought of going back upstairs was not in the least appealing to Toni, considering how dead tired she felt. During the ride to the seventh floor, she grumbled, scolding herself for her stupidity. According to the self-defense course she had recently enrolled in, every time a woman left home or work, she should have her keys in her hand with the two longest ones protruding between her fingers to use as a weapon against a possible attacker. Ms. Kymoto, her instructress, would be far from pleased by her carelessness.


    Toni stepped off the elevator and strode into the office. Once inside, she made a beeline for her desk. Slipping her purse off her shoulder, she tossed it onto the desk, then pushing her chair back, opened the bottom drawer. She didn’t have to search for the keys. They were in plain sight, gleaming up at her like the mocking grin of a lighted jack-o-lantern.


    Toni’s shoulders slumped and she groaned tiredly. She grabbed her keys and was ready to leave when her boss’s voice snagged her attention. Maybe the business trip wasn’t that urgent after all and he would be catching an early morning flight. She wondered who was with him. When she didn’t hear any answering replies, she assumed he must be on the phone. His next words not only confirmed the fact, but stopped her cold.


    “She’s finally left for the day. Our Miss Carlton is thorough, I’ll give her that. Yes, we have almost everything we need. It’s a good thing, too, because I think she’s getting suspicious.” A short pause. “No, not if we’re careful. When the time comes everyone will believe our hard-working Miss Carlton is a clever, over-confident thief. The trail of evidence I’ve set up will lead right to the ambitious little lady’s desk. The net will drop on her, completely entangling her.” He laughed. “It’s the perfect frame, don’t you agree?”


    He laughed again. “I am becoming eloquent in my prime, aren’t I? You know, the gullible little bitch hasn’t a clue why she’s been singled out to work overtime all these months. She thinks it’s because of the wholehearted confidence I have in her abilities. Isn’t that a hoot?”


    Toni swallowed around the lump in her throat and blinked several times. Mired in shock, she lost the rest of the conversation. This just couldn’t be happening to her. All this time her boss had been using her to steal from the company. And was setting her up royally to take the blame! A hot anger came to life inside her and began to build in her blood. As she started shaking with the intensity of it, the keys slipped from her fingers and hit the floor with a loud clink, alerting her boss that he was not alone.


    Toni heard the phone receiver crash down on its cradle and seconds later her boss came rushing into the outer office. He stalked over to her desk and stood glaring at her.


    “Little girls who have big ears hear things they really shouldn’t.”


    Toni’s anger dissolved into stomach-knotting fear and her heart started pounding furiously in her chest. Every self-protective instinct she possessed screamed at her to take to her heels and run, but the numbing effect of shock slowed down her reaction time.


    “What are you doing back here?” he demanded. “Were you by any chance spying on me?”


    When she could answer, her voice came out sounding like a rusty hinge “No, I came back because I left my keys.”


    He shook his head. “That’s unfortunate. Too much is involved to let you mess things up at this late date. If you happen to have an accident…”


    Fear for her safety propelled Toni into action. She pushed her chair into Clifford and made a mad dash for the door.


    “Why you—” He growled, then angrily thrust the chair aside and started after her. Moments before she could make it to the door, he grabbed her arms.


    Toni tried to twist out of his grasp, but he was too strong for her. Then her self-defense training kicked in. Glad she had mastered at least a few basic moves, she ground the heel of her pump into his instep, then jabbed her elbow into his ribs with all her strength. When his grip loosened and she heard him groan in pain, it was all the opportunity she needed, and she wasted no time in fleeing from the office.


    Toni ran to the elevator and pounded frantically, desperately, on the down button.


    “Come on,” she cried in mounting agitation and fear.


    As luck would have it, all four elevators were downstairs in the lobby. She didn’t have time to wait for them to come back up. Frank Clifford had recovered and was coming after her. Toni darted toward the stair exit.


    He was hot on her heels!


    “You might as well stop this, Toni. You can’t hope to get away from me. It’s going to be my word against yours. Can you guess who’ll be believed?” he taunted.


    Chest heaving and her breaths coming in hard jerky gasps, Toni ignored his words and sped down one flight of stairs, then the next. Clifford’s long, menacing strides cut in half the distance her shorter, frightened ones made.


    Toni stepped up the pace, but by the time she reached the third floor she could barely catch her breath. She could hear Clifford’s labored breathing, but it seemed far away. Maybe he was tiring. She could only hope. He was, after all, a middle-aged man. She wrenched open the door leading to the floor of offices. If she could only find a place to hide. The hall lights had been dimmed, which meant that all the offices were probably closed. The dismal thought doused her hope of escaping Clifford. Could the cleaning people have left a door open?


    “Oh, God, please, let them have forgotten to lock one. Please,” she prayed.


    Toni raced down the hall, trying one door after another, finding each one locked. When she’d given up hope of finding an unlocked door, the last one at the end of the hall opened and she rushed inside.


    Toni turned the lock and leaned back against the door, allowing her breathing time to slow down to normal. She was safe for the moment.


    The door to Toni’s left eased open and the shadowed silhouette of a man filled the space.


    “Oh, God, no!” she cried and slid to the floor as everything went black.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    As Toni regained consciousness, she felt something cold and damp resting on her forehead. When she opened her eyes, it was to find a pair of concerned brown eyes intently watching her. When the rest of the man’s face came into clear focus, she studied it.


    His eyes were a shade of brown she’d never seen before, honey on brown velvet. He had an average-sized nose with a slight bump that made it fall short of perfection. His mouth had a firm, yet sensual, fullness. Add to that a head of short-cropped, curly black hair and a five-o’clock shadow and you had a ruggedly handsome man. Judging from the caramel color of his skin, she’d say he was a mixture of Spanish and black. A very handsome mixture, she might add.


    The moment her mind jolted back to reality, she remembered how she happened to be there and why. Where was Mr. Clifford? She tried to get up from the couch.


    “Hey, take it easy. You’d better lie back for a few minutes until you get your bearings.”


    The man eased off the couch, grabbed a chair, pulled it over to her and sat down.


    “What’s your name?” he asked. “Mine is Mackinsey Jessup, but you can call me Mack.”


    Should she tell him her name? For all she knew, he could be one of Frank Clifford’s cohorts.


    “Antonia Carlton,” she reluctantly answered.


    Mack noted her warm, golden-brown coloring and near-black eyes. Other then in skin tone, this woman reminded him of the actress Catherine Zeta-Jones. Her perfectly arched, midnight-black brows gave her face an exotic look. He’d say she was part Indian, or maybe Italian, and the rest black. The name she gave was familiar to him, but he didn’t let on. He was curious to know why she’d run into his office, and what had frightened her to the point of passing out when she’d seen him.


    “You work in the building?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Would you like a glass of water?”


    “Yes, please,” Toni answered, licking her dry lips.


    Mack walked over to the water dispenser, pulled down a paper cup, filled it and handed it to his unexpected visitor. She was certainly no fountain spilling over with information. He wondered what she was trying so hard to keep from revealing.


    “Were you—” he began.


    The sound of voices intruded. Toni’s eyes widened in fear and when she made to scramble to her feet, she swayed. Mack caught her.”What’s wrong?”


    “Please, let me go. I…” As her voice faded, the others grew louder.


    He could see she was frightened out of her mind. “You want to step into my private office and wait while I see who it is?”


    She nodded.


    Mack helped her into a chair in his office, then left, closing the door behind him. He moved the chair he’d occupied moments earlier back where it belonged. Just as he threw the paper towel and cup into the trash, he heard a knock at the door.


    “Yes?”


    “It’s Jeff Andrews, head of security.”


    Mack opened the door.


    “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Jessup, but I’m looking for Miss Antonia Carlton. I have her boss, Mr. Clifford, with me.” He indicated the man standing next to him. “He’s worried that something may have happened to her.” The head of security held up a small, black purse and a ring of keys with a brass sunflower ornament dangling from it.


    “Mr. Clifford found these on the floor by her desk and, recognizing that they belonged to Ms. Carlton, he called down to the parking lot. Bill Watkins, parking security, said she’d gone upstairs half an hour ago to get her keys, but hadn’t come back down. No one has seen her since. Have you?”


    “What does she look like?” Mack directed his question to Clifford.


    He cleared his throat. “She’s average height, slender, with wavy-black hair, golden-brown skin and dark brown eyes, very attractive.”


    Mack shook his head. “If I’d seen anyone who looked like that, I definitely wouldn’t forget her.” Glancing at his watch, he said, “I thought I was the only one burning the midnight oil this evening.”


    Frank Clifford glanced past Mack to the closed inner office door, then gave Mack a look. “Miss Carlton often works late. You see, she’s a very conscientious employee. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to her. Good workers are hard to find.”


    “Have you checked the ladies’ room? She may have taken ill and gone in there,” Mack suggested.


    “Didn’t think of that,” Jeff Andrews answered, embarrassed at not having thought of it himself. “Sorry to have disturbed you, Mr. Jessup. Good night, sir.”


    Frank Clifford took the keys and the purse from Andrews.


    “I’ll wait in the office for her to return. Surely she’ll come back for these.”


    Mack walked the two men out. As soon as he heard the elevator, he opened the door to his private office and walked in, sat on the edge of his desk and looked at Toni.”Want to tell me what’s going on?”


    She rose from her chair. “Thanks for all your help, Mr. Jessup. I’d better be going.”


    “Without your keys and your purse?”


    A panicked look flashed across her face.


    “Is there something you should tell me, Miss Carlton? Maybe I could be of more help to you.” When her silence continued, he studied her for a moment. “You’re afraid of someone or something, aren’t you?”


    Toni’s heart lurched and she lowered her gaze to her hands, clenched tightly in her lap. Could she trust this man? Other than his name, she knew next to nothing about Mackinsey Jessup. As she looked around the room, searching for something reassuring, her attention snagged on the plaques of credentials on the wall. She also recalled seeing the name Jessup on the lobby directory and returned her gaze to the man sitting on the edge of the huge mahogany desk in front of her.


    “I work for Townsend’s Stock Brokerage and Investments and Frank Clifford is my boss.”


    “Was he trying to be more than friendly? Did his actions send you running?”


    Mackinsey Jessup had given her the excuse she needed to keep Mr. Clifford at bay, at least temporarily, and she relaxed.


    “He threatened to make things impossible for me if I didn’t—you know.”


    “I take it this isn’t the first time he’s tried to come on to you. You should have reported him to your personnel department and had him charged with sexual harassment.”


    “I could have done that, but I thought I could handle him myself.”


    “Famous last words. Look, if you want your things, you’re going to have to go to him and get them.”


    Toni chewed her bottom lip, not eager to face her boss at all, let alone by herself.


    Noticing that the fear was back in her eyes, Mack stood up.


    “If you want me to, I’ll go upstairs with you.”


    Even if she got her belongings from Clifford and he didn’t try anything, there was no guarantee she’d be safe from him once she got home. Toni shivered at the thought of what he might do.


    She gazed at the tall, ruggedly handsome man standing before her. He looked completely professional in his perfect-fitting dark blue suit. Again she wondered if she could trust him. He had an aura of danger about him that she couldn’t put her finger on, but knew it existed.


    “Or you could come home with me.”


    Toni balked at that suggestion.


    “Mr. Jessup, I—”


    He grinned. “Please, call me Mack.”


    “Mack, I don’t really know you.”


    “We can easily remedy that. I’m Mackinsey Jessup,” he introduced himself, “and I run Jessup Financial Investigations.” He added to get a reaction, “We specialize in corporate theft.”


    He noted how her dark eyes momentarily widened before returning to normal. He wondered what the look meant. In their last meeting John Townsend Jr. had said he strongly believed that she was their thief. Mack wasn’t convinced, though. Too many things just didn’t add up. He’d have to get Ms. Toni Carlton to open up to him. When he took her hand in his, the contact was electric.


    Toni’s lips parted in shock and her body instantly came alive with sensual awareness.


    Mack felt her reaction to his touch. It was similar to his own for her. This wasn’t at all what he’d expected, and he didn’t like how she made him feel. Admittedly, an aura of innocent vulnerability surrounded this woman, drawing his protective instincts to the fore.


    Her eyes were like pools of black gold. And her lips reminded him of dark cherries swollen tight with juice. Her hair, black as his own, had felt like silk when he brushed it back from her forehead after she’d fainted. He shook his head to clear it. Why was he waxing poetic all of a sudden?


    Mack mentally strove to free himself from his arousing thoughts to concentrate on the present situation. He knew he would have to be careful around this sexy lady. Mack had an idea that it wouldn’t take much for her to turn a man’s mind to mush. Although he could believe that Clifford had tried to get her into his bed, Mack had a gut feeling that it wasn’t the reason for her fear of the man.


    Mack smiled. “Antonia sounds so formal. Do you mind if I call you Toni?”


    “No, that’s what people at the office call me.”


    “Isn’t that what your folks call you?”


    She laughed. “No, to them I’ll always be their little Antonia.”


    “You must be an only child.”


    “Yes, I am. How did you know?”


    Mack shrugged. “Just a lucky guess.” He could feel the tension in her ease. “Well, Toni, what do you want to do?”


    Something about this man encouraged Toni to confide in him. He had an underlying honesty and a unique brand of charm. She was sure it helped him in his line of work as well as his personal life.


    “Don’t you have an extra set of keys?”


    “Yes, but they’re at home.”


    “Not much use to you right now, are they?”


    “No.”


    “It looks like we’ll have to get your things from your boss tonight.”


    Toni moved uneasily in her chair.


    “Don’t sweat it.” Mack held out his hand. “Come on, let’s go.”


    Toni rose reluctantly to her feet and squared her shoulders. Pretending a composure she was far from feeling, she took Mack’s hand and they left the office and headed for the elevators.


    “How long have you worked for Townsend’s?” Mack asked conversationally, as they waited for the elevator.


    “A few months short of four years.”


    “All of them working for Frank Clifford?”


    “No, only the last two.”


    “Listen, Toni, I’m asking these questions to draw you out of your shell. Clifford has obviously frightened you into clamming up. Won’t you tell me what’s really wrong?”


    The elevator came and they stepped inside. Toni pressed the number seven up button, then moved back against the wall. She stood, nerves taut, eyes aimed at the doors. “I don’t know quite how to begin.”


    “Or whether you even want to. Am I right? I can understand that. You don’t know me from Adam. I could be worse than the person you’re afraid of.”


    “I never said that I was afraid of anybody.”


    The elevator bell dinged, the car came to a stop and the doors slid open. Toni swallowed the rest of her reply and looked up at Mack. He cupped her elbow, and smiling at her, gently guided her in the direction of the Townsend offices. Mack tried the door and, finding it locked, knocked. They heard no answering reply.


    Toni realized that her boss had purposely left with her keys and purse. What was she going to do now? Suddenly this latest complication proved too much and her knees buckled. Mack offered support.


    “You’re coming home with me.”


    It wasn’t a request; it was more like an order. She was too shaken to call him on it. Toni wasn’t sure how she knew it, but she felt she could trust him not to take advantage of her, given the circumstances. Without a word she let him lead her back to the elevators.


    When they reached the parking level, Bill Watkins walked up to them.


    “I’m glad to see you’re all right, Miss Carlton. Mr. Clifford left a little while ago.”


    Toni cleared her throat and smiled. “Mr. Jessup has kindly offered to take me home. I’m not feeling well enough to drive so…” She let her voice fade, purposely encouraging him to draw his own conclusions.


    Bill smiled at Toni. “You couldn’t be in better hands. You do look a little peaked. Better take it easy when you get home. Good night now.”


    Mack escorted Toni over to his silver-blue Jag parked a few feet away. She looked back longingly at her car for a moment, then let Mack help her into his car.


    “Better fasten your seat belt.”


    Toni sighed as the warm concern she heard in his deep rich voice poured over her senses like heated syrup.


    Mack glanced at Toni. “I’m sure Clifford guessed you were in my private office. I wonder why he didn’t leave your things with security?”


    Toni hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know.” But that wasn’t true. She had an idea why. It was Frank Clifford’s way of letting her know he held her future in his hands. Although they were at a stalemate of sorts, he was no doubt reveling in her helplessness.


    Mack could tell by her expression that Toni knew exactly why, but she wasn’t going to tell him, and it irritated the hell out of him. He had to find out all he could about her.


    For business reasons, or for more personal ones, Jessup? an inner voice taunted.


    As he drove Mack noticed how Toni quietly gazed out the side window. He remembered how appealing her expressive eyes had been when her attention was focused on him. And the graceful way she swept the errant strands of hair back from her face made him wonder how long her hair was when it was down. He mentally shook himself. He had to stop doing this and keep an objective mind.


    When they came to a traffic light, Mack glanced at Toni’s profile. His gaze slid down her face and throat to her chest. Her breasts were voluptuous, considering her slender build. He remembered how her hour-glass figure molded into slim thighs, tapering into a pair of long lovely legs that ended at her delicate ankles had aroused him. Yes, she was definitely dynamite to a man’s senses.


    He was attracted to this woman and definitely didn’t want to be. He had a job to do and he felt sure she was somehow involved in the Townsend problem. Until he knew her role, he would proceed with caution, stay alert and not allow her beautiful face and luscious body to distract him from his purpose.


    Toni sneaked sidelong looks at Mack. She guessed his age to be somewhere around thirty-four or five. He had impossibly long lashes that were at variance with his ruggedly handsome features.


    “Why are you inviting me to your place? I could be Jill-the-Ripper for all you know.”


    “Yeah, right. I bet you can’t step on a bug without feeling guilty.”


    She laughed. “You’re right, but I still want an answer to my question.”


    “Contrary to popular belief there are modern-day knights who rescue damsels in distress.”


    “Oh, really?” She pretended to consider what he’d said. “Are you saying you’re one of the scarce few who do?”


    He grinned. “I am, my lady.”


    “You haven’t answered my question.”


    “Oh, didn’t I?”


    Toni shook her head. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to get an answer that would completely satisfy her. Mackinsey Jessup was a mystery man. She would have to play it by ear and see what happened.


    Mack parked his car beneath a stucco-arched carport beside a beautiful Spanish-style house. Toni was amazed. She had expected him to live in a suave bachelor apartment or condo. “You look surprised.” After switching off the ignition, he turned toward her. “I’ll bet you expected me to live in a different kind of place, didn’t you?”


    “I confess, I did.”


    “When I was a little boy, I promised myself that one day I would buy myself a house. You see, my two brothers, my sister and I grew up in the East L.A. projects. To live in a house holds a special appeal for me. I don’t know if you can understand that.”


    “Oh, I can and I do. To me a house represents stability, security, whatever you choose to call it. It’s something I’ve always wanted,” Toni confided. “You see, I’m a navy brat. My father met my mother when he was on shore leave in Italy. They were married and she followed him around the world. I was born in Australia and grew up moving from one country to another. I can’t even count the number or remember all the names of the schools I’ve attended.”


    “I see you understand what living in a house means,” Mack said, unlocking his front door.


    He turned on the lights and waved for her to precede him. Toni took in the decor of the room as she entered. She didn’t know what she expected but it wasn’t what she saw. The room, though tastefully done, had a lived in look and feel about it.


    The walls were a warm beige. On one, a collection of African landscape paintings and Spanish hangings woven in oranges, browns and reds dominated the room. A hearth-style fireplace was beneath one of the hangings. A chocolate-brown carpet with a deep rich pile that she knew would surely sink two inches if put to the test covered the floor. Large louvered windows took up the entire front wall. The mahogany furniture was modern, with a Spanish flare.


    Mack flashed her a pearl white smile. “Are you impressed with my house?”


    “Yes, very.” Toni returned the smile with an approving nod.


    “Look, are you hungry?”


    “I’m starved. Don’t tell me you’re a gourmet chef, too?”


    “No, I won’t tell you that, but I do know my way around a kitchen. Are you willing to take a chance on my culinary skills, Toni?”


    She knew he was asking more than that of her; he was asking her to trust him.


    “You need any help?” she volunteered.


    Mack saw the fatigue shadowing her eyes. “No. Sit down and let me take care of you.”


    At his words a feeling of warmth and security covered her like a blanket. The idea of someone taking care of her was nice. but she’d better not get used to it; after all, it was only a temporary situation.


    “Okay. I’m too tired to argue.” She yawned and dropped down on a beige and brown earth-toned, nubby-textured couch. Toni eased her head back and laid her cheek against the nubby surface, enjoying its softness.


    “You rest while I fix our dinner.”


    Toni let out a tired sigh and closed her eyes. Mack moved his lips into a wry, knowing smile. Miss Antonia Carlton would probably fall asleep before he finished making dinner. Striding to the kitchen, he headed straight for the fridge, took out the makings for a salad, and a plate of sliced turkey for the sandwiches. He decided to open a bottle of sparkling apple cider instead of making hot coffee. The last thing his houseguest needed was something that would keep her awake.


    All at once a scream rent the air and Mack ran out of the kitchen.
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