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“I'd better go.”

“No, ” Katherine whispered. “"Don*t.”
“You know what will happen If | stay.”
“1 know. "

Stephen kissed her agcin. "You sold--—

Just coffee.”

“A woman has a right to change her
mind, doesn't she?”

“As long as she doesn’'t lose it entirely
In the process. Do you honestly under-
stand what you're doing, Katherine?”
His voice held a rough edge.

“Yesl” It was a reckless lle, and she
knew it, but for the first time In her
life she was determined to act on the
meulse.
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Chapter One

HE RoOM was midnight-dark except for the
burglar’s smali flashlight flicking on at ran-
dom intervals.

At the side of the room, Katherine Whitman sat
stiffly upright in her straight, uncomfortable chair,
fingers clenched on the edges of the seat. She was
staring, eyes wide, toward the center of the room,
straining to hear the occasional whisper of sound that
told her where the burglar was. There was nothing
to see between those irregular flashes of light, but
she stared anyway in a futile effort to make out the
image of what she knew was there.

Total darkness could do strange things to a person,
Katherine reminded herself. It interfered with one’s
balance, since there was no landmark to relate to. So
she actually believed that she could see a flicker of
movement and shape and color as the burglar drew
nearer.

The instantaneous, ludicrous urge to run had
passed, but that didn’t eliminate Katherine's longing

to move, to cross one slim knee over the other. Her
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orders, however, had been very clear. And any

minute now~—no, any second it would be over, any-

way. . . ,

A tiny red light blinked once, up in the corner of
the room, seeming as bright in the blackness as if it
had been the sun rising, and a millisecond later a
siren began to shriek above her head. Instinctively,
Katherine closed her eyes just as spotlights illuminat-
ed the burglar where he crouched in the center of the
room.

He flung himself facedown and pounded a frustrat-
ed fist on the floor. “Dammit, would you shut that
thing off?” he yelled, and the siren died into blessed
silence.. The room lights came on, the powerful spots
flicked off, and Katherine took her hands away from
her ears and blinked as her eyes readjusted to normal
light.

The claustrophobic feel of the room had faded away
along with the total darkness. This was not the
small, cramped office it had seemed during the exer-
cise, but an enormous, warehouselike space. The
model room the burglar had been attempting to in-
;iade was just one of a half dozen sets in HomeSafe’s
test laboratory. And Katherine hadn’t been alone in
the dark, either; every chair in the observers’ gallery

02.
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was occupied.

The man sitting beside her finished the notation he
was writing in his leather-bound notebook, capped
his fountain pen and put it away in the breast pocket
of his jacket, then strode over to the black-clad figure
on the floor.

“Well, Jake,” Stephen Osborne asked politely,
“what do you think of our new motion detector
now?”

The burglar rolled onto his back and stared up at
the man standing over him. “You told me you’d built
a pet alley into the damned thing, Steve,” he
accused. “You said the dead space was big enough so
the guard dogs could wander around without setting
the alarms off. You lied to me—"

“Lied? Not at all. Of course there’s a pet alley,
exactly where I told you it was. But vou, my friend,
are slightly larger than a German shepherd. More
importantly, your profile’s different.”

The burglar sat up and tugged off his gloves. “Do
you mean to say your new system recognized, in the
dark, that I don’t have a tail?”

“Something like that.” Stephen held a hand out.

The burglar grabbed it and leapt lightly to his feet.

r

“And T suppose that’s all you're going to tell me."
. 3 .
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Stephen’s dark eyebrows lifted. “Of course. It’s a
trade secret. All you need to know is that it’l] protect
your customers even if they don’t understand exictly
how it works.”

The burglar pulled the black stocking mask off his
head and ran his fingers through his disheveled hair.
They were a study in contrasts as they stood there
shoulder-to-shoulder-—Stephen Osborne, just a shade
over six feet, impeccably tailored in silver-gray with a
silk shirt and a hand-sewn tie, every dark brown hair
in place. And Jake Holland, an inch shorter and a bit
slighter in fraLme, in his black turtleneck and slacks,
ruffled and dusty and every inch the cat burglar.

They were a strange pair of {riends, Katherine
found herself thinking.

A young woman standing nearby, one of a half
dozen sales representatives who'd attended the test,
turned to Katherine with a shiver. “Jake Holland re-
ally. gets into this stuff, doesn’'t he? He could run
these tests just as well with the lights on, but he in-
sists on the darkness and the black clothes and all.
The man gives me the creefs.”

Katherine shrugged. “Any good security consul-
‘tant wants test comiitions to be as much like the real

situation as possible. I wouldn’t want to run into
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Jake in a dark alley when he’s in costume, but he's
harmless, really.”

Stephen Osborne put a casual hand on Katherine’s
shoulder. “Of course he's harmless. Jake's a frustrat-
ed cloak-and-dagger type, that's all. He ended up in
the security business only because the CIA wouldn't
take him.”

“Come on, Osborne,” Jake protested. “ You're
just saying rude things because I beat the sensors on
your windows this time.”

Stephen frowned. “I know. We’ll have to work on
that. Katherine, if you're going back to the office,
would you put this on my desk?” He handed her the
leather-bound notebook. “I'm taking Jake to lunch so
. I can pick his brains. Oh, and would you ask Irene to
reserve a table for two at The Pinnacle tonight? Ten
o’clock should be safe.”

Katherine frowned a little. “Safe?”

Stephen nodded. “In case the play runs long.
We're seeing Henry the some-number-or-other.”

And he obviously didn’t care what number it was,
Katherine thought. That meant his companion
tonight would probably be Hilary Clayton, for she,
not Stephen, was the Shakespeare fan. Which meant
his table had better be ready the moment the play

-5.
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was over, because the gorgeous and self-assured Hi-
lary did not like to be kept waiting. And that meant
Katherine had better explain 1t ail very carefully to
the sometimes hapless Irene—or else go ahead and
make the reservation herself. “I'l look after it,
Stephen.”

Stephen put his index finger under Katherine's
chin and tipped her face up. “You don’t have to. Re-
member? You're not a secretary anymore—Irene is.”

“Getting a table at The Pinnacle on a Friday night
isn’t a matter to leave to the average secretary,” she
pointed out.

He smiled down at her, his dark brown eyes danc-
ing with golden lights. “What’s the matter, Kather-
ine? Are you aiming for another promotion by offer-.
ing to take on even more executive responsibility?
You might as well not bother—there’s nothing for
you to move up to except my job, and I'm not ready
to retire.” He and Jake Holland left the security lab
and vanished down the hall.

The sales representative shook her head.
“Honestly, Katherine, 1 don’t know how you stand
working for him."”

“Stephen?” She was startled. “He’s a great boss.”

“I don’t doubt that. But how do you ‘manage to

-6 -
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» keep from exploding in flames every time he looks at
you? Take the way he smiles, for instance.”

Katherine’s jaw dropped. “ Are you feeling all
right, Diane? Exposure to total darkness affects some
people strangely. Stephen has a very pleasant smile,
yes. It's one of the nicest things about him, but—"

Diane was staring over the tops of her half-glasses.
“All right,” she said abruptly. “Who is he?”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“The man who can keep you from noticing that
Stephen Osborne exudes sex appeal.”

Katherine shrugged. “I don’t have any idea what
you're talking about.” The fact that she wasn’t quite
telling the truth tugged at her conscience. No one
knew about her and Travis, and he insisted that was
the way it had to remain for the present. It wouldn’t
be much longer, though. If the sales figures for last
month ended up az Travis expected they would, and
he was once again HomeSafe's top salesman. . .

Diane was watching her doubtfully.

“Look, ” Katherine said, “you wouldn’t think in
terms of sex appeal if you had to work with the man
all the time. Don’t you know the office law that says

« no man is a hero to his secretary?”

Diane mulled that one over. “But you're not any-
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more. You're his personal assistant.”

“Technically, I never was his secretary. But the
same principle applies.” Katherine knelt beside her
chair to gather up the folders she'd tucked safely un-
derneath, in case Stephen had wanted information on
any of the sensors or circuitry they’d been testing
that morning. “Why wasn’t Travis Baker here, Di-
ane?” she asked carelessly. “I thought he wanted to
see this demonstration.”

“He’s got a problem with one of his accounts in
Boulder, I guess. He won’t be back till late this af-
ternoon. ”

Katherine tried not to let herself feel disappointed.
His absence really made no difference; even if Travis
had attended, they couldn’t have gone out for lunch.
She sighed. All this caution seemed so unnecessary.
What harm was there in being seen together now and
then? But Travis was being especially careful these
days.

“Is he married?” Diane asked.

Katherine bit her tongue. She’d almost replied that
of course Travis wasn’t married. “Who do you
mean?”

“Who do you think? The man in your life you're
being so secretive about. Don’t worry, I won’t tell

.8.



anyone.”

Katherine put Stephen’s notebook on top of the
folders. “If 1 was to get involved with a man, I cer-
tainly wouldn’t choose one who was married. Any
man who'd mess around behind his wife’s back
wouldn’t stop for long even if he happened to change
wives, and I want better than that for myself.” She
smiled at the quizzical look on Diane’s face. “And no,
that doesn’t mean I've been burned by a married
man, either. So why don’t you stop speculating
about my romantic history and go sell security sys-
tems? There’s a lot more profit in that for both of
us.”

Diane shook her head in disbelief, but she went
away.

Katherine stayed to talk to the head of the testing
division about the next system to be installed in the

. model room. By the time she got back to the suite of

executive offices in the front wing of the sprawling
complex, it was well into the lunch hour; Irene had
left her desk and locked the office door. Katherine’s
arms were aching from the weight of the file folders,
and as she balanced them and tried to manage her
key, her hand slipped and the folders scattered over
the carpet.

.9 .



* Silhouetie*

Muttering a couple of words under her breath, she
stooped to retrieve them. Siephen’s leather-bound
notebook had landed at her feet, open to the notes
he’d been taking earlier. It was incredible, Katherine
thought, that even in total darkness his writing was
so neat it looked as if he’d had a desk lamp beside
him.

Not only does he set female em ployees on fire, she
mused, but he can see in the dark, too. I should
rush right down and tell Diane that bit of news!

She left the stack of folders for Irene to file and
went on into Stephen’s office, which was large and
luxurious and so quiet that the sound of her own
breathing seemed intrusive. It smelled good, toco—a
mix of leather and coffee and after-shave and the
barest hint of cigar tobacco, no doubt still lingering
from the chairman of the board’s most recent visit.

She put Stephen’s notebook squarely on the centel:
of his desk and wasted a couple of minutes gazing out

at the Denver skyline. Today it looked particularly

. wonderful; last night’s thunderstorm had cleared the

summer air, and the skyline was crisp and clear and
distinct in the distance. A rare sight in mid-July,
when there was usually a humid haze over the city.

The big leather chair was turned toward the win-

- 10 -



