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Chapter One

“Abby. Abby!”

Abigail Winthrop jerked her gaze from the
countryside and stared blankly at the man who’d spoken to her.

His lips tightened. She could see impatience
in his hard gray eyes. Dragging in a deep breath, he released it
slowly, as if mentally counting to ten. “You’re going to have to
get used to responding to that name or you’ll be in serious
trouble, Ms. Winthrop.”

Abby felt her face heat and then, as rapidly
as her face had flushed with embarrassment, the blood drained away
and she went cold all over. “I’m sorry. I had something on my
mind,” she muttered.

She could tell from the look he gave her
that he didn’t believe it for a minute. Anger replaced the fear
after a moment. She’d just had her entire life turned upside
down—ceased to exist as the person she’d been since birth—become
someone else. She was trying to adjust. She knew just as well as he
did that her life depended on it. She was no idiot! “What were you
saying?”

“Maybe we should go over your background one
more time?”

Abby chewed her bottom lip to keep from
screaming at him. They’d done nothing since the trial but go
over it—weeks of going over and over it until she felt as if they
were trying to brainwash her, shatter her hold on her identity,
rather than coach her into remembering the new one. “Sure.”

He began firing questions at her like a
machine gun. Where were you born? What’s your mother’s name? Where
did you go to school? When were you born? Mother’s maiden name?
Ex-husband’s name?

Abby managed to answer each one with barely
a blink and the agent relaxed fractionally. “We’re coming up on
Ajax.”

Abby nodded nonchalantly, but her heart
leapt at the announcement and began to beat a little faster tattoo
against her chest wall.

It was her new home, her new life and, like
her name, she’d had nothing to do with the choices made for her. It
wasn’t excitement making her heart hammer painfully in her chest.
It was dread … every bit as much fear as she’d faced in the
courtroom when she’d testified.

Where was the justice, she thought bitterly,
in a witness being condemned to life on the run, or death, when the
criminal they’d helped put behind bars carried on inside jail as if
nothing had happened to interrupt their life and would probably be
going home again before she reached middle age? Granted, it hadn’t
been that grand a life, but it was hers. She’d put it
together. She’d guided her own feet down the path she wanted to
take. She’d made her own choices.

She hadn’t even chosen to be a
federal witness. They’d bullied and threatened her in to it, making
promises they knew damned well they probably couldn’t keep, and now
she was going to be a school teacher in bum-fuck nowhere, U.S.A.,
surrounded by strangers and she couldn’t even contact the
pathetic number of friends and family she’d had before her life had
gone down the toilet.

She’d never felt so completely alone in her
life.

It was odd that she could feel that way when
she’d actually had so little contact with family members and
friends in the past several years, been too caught up in her own
life to spare a lot of time or thought for it. And yet, she’d known
she could. She’d known they were there in the fringes of her life,
going about their own lives, and she could reach out any time she
wanted to.

Now she couldn’t.

Agent Milner slowed the car, dragging her
from her unpleasant thoughts, and she glanced around in time to
catch a glimpse of a tall, white sign with fancy lettering and
decorative curlicues proclaiming the town. Beneath the town’s name
was the announcement that it was incorporated—whoohoo!—and the
population—which she didn’t catch. She didn’t need to. Any town
that posted their population didn’t have much of a population to
boast about.

Rounding a bend on the narrow highway they’d
been following, Abby saw a smattering of houses and businesses and
then a wide banner above the highway, which had become main
street.

Oddly enough, it was named Main
Street!

The legend on the banner was an announcement
of the town’s Harvest Moon Festival.

Now there was something to get worked
up about, Abby thought sarcastically.

Milner slowed the car even more. Abby
wondered if it was to allow her to get a really good look at her
new ‘home’ until she noticed the speed limit sign of twenty five
mph. Good god!

Struggling with her negative thoughts, Abby
focused on studying the ‘commercial district’ as they crept along
Main Street, following a couple of other cars that seemed to think
twenty mph was fast enough. It was Saturday, and cars lined
the street on both sides. They had to stop a half a dozen times in
the three blocks they traversed for cars backing out of parking
spaces—no, they didn’t have parallel parking!

Milner stopped at what appeared to be the
only traffic light the town boasted, glancing around with interest.
“Looks like a nice little town.”

“You’re only saying that because you won’t
be living here,” Abby said dryly.

He sent her a frowning glance. “Attitude can
make the difference in whether you enjoy your new life or not,” he
said like the prick he was.

“Bite me,” Abby muttered.

His lips tightened. “You’ll want to watch
the language. You’re an elementary school teacher now.”

Abby sent him a fulminating glare. “And
whose bright fucking idea was that?”

“The position was open.”

“And I’ll bet it was the only
position open here.”

“It was. She died.”

Abby sent him a sharp look. “Joy, joy! They
have a hell of a retirement plan … or did the little darlings give
the poor thing a heart attack?”

“Look, Ben … Ms. Winthrop, you’re alive and
you have an entire life all set up for you here … on the government
tab. A new job, a house … everything you’ll need to start
over.”

Abby narrowed her eyes at him. “I
liked the life I had,” she said tightly, “so don’t take this
‘we did you a favor’ attitude with me!”

“Chances are you’d be dead now if we hadn’t.
Maybe you should consider being more careful about the boyfriends
you pick in the future?”

Abby clenched and unclenched her fists a few
times, wrestling with her temper. It was a waste of time to strike
out at Milner, even though she suspected he was the bastard behind
her being pulled in as a witness to start with. Of course, it might
have made her feel better to knock his head off—if she’d been
capable of it—but it wouldn’t change anything. “I hadn’t had but
three dates with Mikhail,” she pointed out tightly. “If y’all
hadn’t bullied me into wearing that damned wire, my life wouldn’t
have been in danger to start with!”

The bastard didn’t even have the grace to
look guilty about fucking up her entire life. He shrugged, turning
the corner as the light finally changed. “If it makes you feel
better to blame everybody else ….”

Exactly how the hell he figured it was
her fault escaped her. How many women ran criminal
background checks on the men they dated, she’d like to know! It
wasn’t as if Mikhail either looked like, or behaved like, a thug,
damn it! He’d behaved and dressed like a well-to-do gentleman. He’d
been young, handsome—sexy with his thick accent. Half the women in
the office had been panting after him!

She was supposed to be able to just
look at him and tell he was the crime boss of some huge
Russian mob that dabbled in everything from gun running, to drugs,
to prostitution?

If he’d seemed extremely wealthy,
maybe she would’ve been suspicious … and maybe she would’ve
just been even more dazzled.

Truthfully, she’d begun to feel just a
little uneasy about Mikhail—some things had just seemed a little
off—but she’d only been out with him a couple of times and he was a
suave son-of-a-bitch. How was she supposed to have guessed he was
grooming her to use her connections?

She shook her unpleasant thoughts off as
Milner pulled to the curb in front of a tidy little one story
Victorian house with enough gingerbread to look like something out
of a fairytale. The neat yard was surrounded by a white picket
fence in the front and she could see a taller privacy fence
surrounding the back yard beyond the private driveway that curved
past the right side of the house.

Shutting the car off, Milner unfastened his
seatbelt, glanced up and down the street and opened the door.
Taking that as her cue, Abby unfastened her own belt and got out,
scanning the neighborhood. Everything was neat and tidy from one
end of the street to the other, as far as she could see. Not one
house looked to be less than a hundred years old and they were
probably older than that given the fact that all of them had the
deep porches, enormous roofs, and the elevations of houses built
more than a century earlier. Several of them looked as if they
dated back to the civil war or earlier.

She caught a glimpse of a few people up and
down the street, mowing or working on flowerbeds, and a handful of
children. Realizing most of them had stopped what they were doing
to stare at the strangers in their midst, she nodded a little
uncomfortably and turned as Milner joined her, following the paved
walkway up to her front door.

A sign at the edge of the lawn of the house
to her right caught her eye as she scanned the yard of her own
house. Shady Rest Bed and Breakfast.

Flicking a glance at the house, she
discovered it was a rambling two-story Victorian. Rockers were
placed strategically around the wide porch that seemed to wrap
halfway around the house. One was occupied by an elderly woman who
had a large bowl in her lap. A man was standing not far from her,
one shoulder propped against one of the porch pillars, a second one
was seated on the steps, his knees cocked in a negligent
sprawl.

Nodding politely, she looked away, trying to
ignore the uncomfortable flutter of her heart in her chest.

Neighbors, she wondered? Or guests?

She’d gotten the impression that they were
young men—but men, not boys—a little old to still be living at home
with ‘ma’ but young to consider visiting such a dirt-water town, or
staying at a bed and breakfast. She sent Milner a questioning
glance. Instead of acknowledging it, he moved ahead of her, scaling
the steps to the high porch at a jog and pulling the screen door
open.

Abby grasped the edge of the screen door and
held it wide while Milner unlocked the front door and pushed it
open. The interior of the house was cool and dark. Abby paused in
the wide hall that bisected the house while Milner looked around
and finally found a light switch, flicking it on and staring up at
the cheap, single bulb fixture in the ceiling about twelve feet
above them. An oversized door led off to the parlor on the right.
Opposite that was another door, which opened into a bedroom.

After glancing at both, Abby followed the
hallway back and found a second bedroom directly behind the front
bedroom, a formal dining room behind the parlor, and a kitchen and
bath at the back of the house. The house had been furnished—so
thoughtful of the bastards who’d obviously disposed of her
furniture!—but boxes were stacked in every room.

“Your personal belongings.”

Abby glanced at Milner, feeling the tension
inside of her lessen a fraction. “Y’all packed up my apartment and
brought my things?”

He shrugged. “Pretty much everything, I
imagine … unless it was considered dangerous.”

Abby blinked at him. “Dangerous?” she
echoed.

Again, he shrugged. “Anything that might tie
you to your past.” He moved past her and set his briefcase on the
small kitchen table. Opening it, he pulled out a folder and flipped
it open, removing a driver’s license, a credit card, birth
certificate, diploma, teaching certificate ….

Abby moved close enough to stare down at her
‘life’, the one they’d invented for her. The credit card surprised
her.

“The limit’s twenty five hundred. You also
have a bank account in your name at the Citizens Bank on Main
Street with another twenty five hundred. That should be enough to
hold you until your paychecks.”

Their generosity was overwhelming! He must
have read her opinion in her expression. “Everything’s paid for.
Utility deposits—you have a late model car out back, no mortgage,
and the kitchen is fully stocked—and a job waiting for you.” He
pulled out a card, scribbled something on the back, and dropped it
on the table. “I’m your contact. The number on the back is your
case number. If you have any reason to suspect that you’re in
danger, call me.”

As little as she liked the man—any of the
men she’d had to deal with—it was terrifying to realize he was
about to walk out of her life and she had nothing to cling to but a
damned business card, nothing between her and the Russian mob but a
phone number. She swallowed with an effort. “I thought the whole
idea of placing me in this dirt-water town was to ensure that any
strangers would be noticed by everybody. And now I discover I’ve
been parked on the doorstep of a bed and breakfast?”

He frowned, but since he seemed to wear a
perpetual frown, it was hard to say whether he found that news as
disquieting as she did or not. “We checked it out. The woman that
owns it, Mrs. Parker, has lived here her entire life. She has four
full time boarders—all of them have been thoroughly checked out—and
she hasn’t had more than a dozen guests in the past year and a
half.”

He glanced around at the kitchen. “This was
used as a safe house several times in the past and there weren’t
any problems. Any questions before I leave you to get settled
in?”

Abby wrestled with the sudden urge to beg
him to take her someplace else, anywhere else … or just to stay. “I
start work Monday, right?”

He nodded. “Don’t lose my card.”

Heaving a shaky breath, she nodded a little
jerkily in response, and then followed him back through the house
and out on to the porch. He startled her by grasping her shoulders
and dragging her up against him. Kissing her on the cheek, he set
her away. “Take care, sis!” he said as he turned and jogged down
the steps. He paused and turned back when he’d reached the walkway.
“You’re comin’ to Irene’s for Christmas, right?”

Abby blinked at him but managed a nod.

He turned back to wave when he reached the
car. Abby waved back. “Be careful!” she called out for the benefit
of their audience although she hoped the bastard croaked.

Without glancing toward the neighboring
house, she ducked back inside the moment his car drove off. Leaning
weakly on the door she’d closed behind her, she waited until her
heart had resumed a more normal rhythm and finally pushed away from
the door. After wandering from room to room for a while, listening
to the hollow echo of her heels against the hardwood floor, she
finally stopped in the rear bedroom. She studied the colorful quilt
on the wide bed for a moment, and then crossed the room and crawled
into bed fully clothed, pulling the quilt over her head.

When every effort to summon tears and fall
apart failed because she was just too numb to feel any emotion
deeply, Abby got out of the bed again, moved to the boxes stacked
near one window, and set about emptying and sorting. By the time
she’d gone through every container in both bedrooms, she’d lost the
ability to distance herself from her emotions.

Her personal effects consisted of
approximately half of what had been packed. The designer business
suits she’d accumulated to ‘dress for success’ by scrimping on
everything else had disappeared. The wardrobe furnished by Uncle
Sam for her new role as school teacher was the dowdiest bunch of
rags she’d ever laid eyes on and she was absolutely furious.

Curbing the urge to shred them, or throw
them in the floor and stomp them and pitch a royal tantrum, she
dumped them on the bed and stalked out the back door of the house,
searching for some means of venting the rage boiling inside of her
and threatening to spill out. A cheap grill caught her eye as soon
as she’d stepped onto the porch, the sort that was more of an
aluminum dish on legs than a real grill and no doubt purchased at
some bargain store like every fucking else they’d ‘provided’.
Narrowing her eyes at it speculatively for a moment, she finally
stalked over and picked it up, pushed the screen door of the porch
open with her hip and stalked down the steps and into the back
yard. After planting the grill a goodly distance from anything that
looked likely to go up in flames, she strode back up the steps and
grabbed the small bag of charcoal bricks.

She removed the grill top when she’d reached
the grill again, tossed it aside, and formed a mound of charcoal in
the center of the pan. All she needed was something to light it
with.

Stalking to the trash can near the back
steps, she shoved the empty bag into it and went back on the porch
to look for something to start a fire. A can of lighter fluid, she
discovered, had been left thoughtfully beside the grill and
charcoal bricks, but she didn’t see any sign of a match or lighter.
A search of the kitchen drawers turned up a box of oversized
kitchen matches—no doubt to light the damned antiquated stove!—and
she returned triumphantly to the yard armed with matches and
lighter fluid.

Tucking the box of matches under one arm,
she opened the can of lighter fluid and hosed the bricks down with
the fluid until she’d emptied the can and was satisfied she’d put
more than enough fuel on the bricks to produce a minor bonfire.
Grasping the box of matches, she backed off a few paces and pulled
a match out.

“You plannin’ on roastin’ an ox?”

The deep male voice startled Abby so badly
she dropped the match she’d been on the point of striking. Whirling
around, she spied a man propped negligently against the side of her
porch, his arms folded over his chest.

Her gaze slid down the jacket clad upper
torso that seemed impossibly broad—perhaps because of his folded
arms and the jacket—following the stripe down the leg of his
trousers to his serviceable black shoes.

Not a man, she mentally amended.

A cop!

Abby gaped at him, her mind scrambling madly
for information it hadn’t registered—most importantly just how long
he might’ve been standing at the end of her porch observing her and
why he might have been watching her. She hadn’t noticed him.
She sure as hell hadn’t heard him creeping up on her.

It was hard seeing past the brown and tan
uniform. As he reached up, however, tipping the brimmed hat back on
his head that he’d had pulled low across his brow, her gaze
followed the movement and landed on his face. His thick, black,
almost straight brows were tented upward above the bridge of his
long, straight and surprisingly patrician nose. His eyes were
narrowed, either against the brightness or in anger, she wasn’t
certain which, and, in any case, he was, fortunately, too far away
for her to discern the color of his eyes, but not too far to notice
the thick fringe of black lashes.

There wasn’t a hint of a smile on his hard
mouth.

“I beg your pardon?” Abby managed
finally.

He gestured with his squared, cleft chin
toward the grill. “That’s an awful lot of charcoal and lighter
fluid for a hamburger—or a steak.”

Abby glanced toward the grill, trying to
think. When no plausible excuse occurred to her, she returned her
attention to the sheriff, who’d stood away from the porch and was
sauntering toward her.

Big, she thought.

Brawny? Or fat?

A quick glance down his length didn’t
discern a sign of a gut. “Uh … were you looking for somebody?”

He stopped when he was still a good yard
away, tilting his head curiously. “You Abigail Winthrop?”

Abby stared at him blankly. “What?” she
asked, stalling for time while she struggled to remember her
name.

The straight, black brows lifted upward,
tilting his hat forward again. “Sheriff Banner. Seth.”

Abby blinked at him. “Who?”

His hard mouth abruptly curled. A faint
chuckle escaped him. “Guess I startled you.”

Startled didn’t begin to cover what he’d
done to her. Dragging her gaze from him, she stared at the box of
matches in her hand, then the grill full of charcoal she’d soaked
down to start a bonfire for the clothes the Feds had so
thoughtfully picked out for her to replace the designer suits she’d
worked her ass off to pay for. She looked at the cop again. It
wasn’t easy ignoring the fact that the man was damned easy on the
eyes, but the uniform made it far less difficult than it might’ve
been otherwise. “I’m sorry … Who did you say you were
looking for?”

Something flickered in his eyes. “Abigail
Winthrop. You are the new school teacher?”

Abby studied him, feeling decidedly
unfriendly. She didn’t care if that smile ordinarily melted the
hearts of women six to sixty, the heart palpitations the bastard
had given her had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he
was a definite twelve on a scale of one to ten. “And why are
you in my backyard?”

He looked a little taken aback.

Strike that. He looked a little pissed off.
The smile flat-lined. His eyes narrowed again. “Mrs. Parker sent me
to welcome you to town and invite you to dinner,” he said
coolly.

Abby pasted a tight smile on her lips,
searching her mind for the name until it finally surfaced—the
neighbor with the bed and breakfast. “How very … neighborly of her!
Do be sure to tell her how much I appreciate the invitation but, as
you can see, I was just about to throw something on the grill.”

The sheriff studied her skeptically. “You’ll
have the fire department down here inside of five minutes if you
light that thing.”

Abby’s smile became more brittle. “Y’all
have a fire department?”

His complexion darkened.

On one level, Abby was well aware that she
was being a bitch and that it was damned stupid to set up the back
of the local law. On another, she’d had about all she could take of
the ‘law’ of the land and she was pissed off besides that he’d
sneaked up on her. It was her backyard, damn it! If she wanted to
build a fucking bonfire in her grill, she ought to be able to!

“We do. We have all sorts of things … just
like they do in the big cities,” he responded with determined
cordialness.

Abby fought the urge to ask him if that
included electricity, running water, and sewage and managed to tamp
it. She returned her gaze to the grill. As frustrated and angry as
she was, as dead set as she was against even pretending to be
friendly to a cop after all she’d been through, she realized she
couldn’t really afford to deliberately set everyone against her
when she had nowhere else to go. “Too much, huh?”

“About three times too much … unless you
are plannin’ on grillin’ an entire steer,” he said
dryly.

“I guess it wouldn’t be a very good idea to
put them back in the bag,” she said a little doubtfully, wondering
what to do with the shit now that it seemed she couldn’t safely
vent her anger the way she’d planned to.

“Not with a can of lighter fluid on them,
no.”

Abby ground her teeth together. Obviously,
he’d been observing her a lot longer than she’d realized. She
tucked the box of matches under her arm again. “In that case, I
guess I’ll just forget about grilling and fix a sandwich.”

“Or you could take Mrs. Parker up on her
invitation and join us for dinner.”

Us?

Abby discovered she couldn’t really maintain
her anger in the face of his determined politeness. “That’s sweet
of her, but I’m really tired. And I haven’t even started unpacking
my things.”

He studied her speculatively. “All the more
reason to take her up on her offer. She’s a good cook.”

Abby looked down at the old jeans and
t-shirt she’d put on to work in because they were comfortable and
familiar—and she needed comfort and familiarity. She didn’t
feel up to dealing with meeting strangers and trying to maintain
the role the Feds had manufactured for her.

She didn’t think she would ever really be
ready for it, though.

And she was hungry.

And she didn’t feel like cooking.

“I should probably change.”

She discovered when she met his gaze that he
was surveying her with patent interest.

“Not on my account. You might want to put on
a bra, though.”

Abby felt her face heating. She couldn’t
resist the impulse to look down at herself despite the fact that
she more than half suspected he was only guessing. The t-shirt was
old, but it certainly wasn’t thread bare.

It had a few holes in it, though, very small
holes.

And her nipple had found one of them!

She jerked her head up and met his gaze. A
faint tremor moved along his well chiseled lips, but he managed to
keep from grinning at her.

“I’ll tell Mrs. Parker you’ll be along,” he
murmured in a shaky voice, turning and striding away.


Chapter Two

His thoughts in riot, Seth strode briskly
along the driveway and crossed the boundary between the two
properties by simply stepping over the low picket fence that
surrounded Abigail’s front yard. He wasn’t certain what he’d
expected when he’d agreed to deliver Beth’s invitation to the new
teacher, but it sure as hell wasn’t what he’d encountered.

He was pretty sure a good bit of the turmoil
churning inside of him was the fact that Abigail Winthrop didn’t
look anything like the image the name had conjured in his mind of a
tall, skinny, mousy, middle aged spinster that looked like her face
might crack if she tried to smile. He couldn’t say that she looked
too young to be a teacher—he was pretty sure she must be in
her late twenties—but she looked entirely too hot to be a
school teacher.

They damned sure hadn’t had any teachers
like that when he’d been in school. If there had been he would
probably have spent most of his time in detention for trying to
seduce her. He sure as hell wouldn’t have had his mind on books—at
all.

Not that he had anyway. Like probably the
majority of young males, he’d had almost a perpetual hard-on from
puberty until his hormones had finally settled down and there
hadn’t been a hell of a lot on his mind besides finding someplace
to stick it.

He couldn’t decide what to make of the
hostility he’d sensed in her even before she’d cut into him with
the sharp edge of her tongue. Obviously, he’d caught at her at a
very bad time. She’d been fuming when she’d sailed past him the
first time. He hadn’t really registered it because he’d been pretty
completely focused on the thong and the tops of her buttocks that
he’d had a fine view of above the waist of her jeans when she’d
bent over to set the grill down.

And the bounce and sway of her breasts as
she stalked back in his direction as she’d headed onto the porch
again. It wasn’t until she’d slammed back into the house that he’d
finally emerged enough from his stupor to realize that the scent
that had been tantalizing him was laced liberally with rage … and
fear.

He didn’t understand the fear any more than
he understood the rage. She hadn’t spotted him, hadn’t realized he
was standing at the corner of her porch watching her jerky, angry
movements until he’d spoken to her.

It wasn’t because he was a cop, although he
hadn’t missed the fact that that hadn’t gone over well.

And it certainly wasn’t because she had any
clue of what he was.

He shook the thoughts off as he reached the
steps of the boarding house and trotted up them.

“Well?” Cameron drawled as he reached the
porch again. “Any luck enticin’ the little mam’zelle over
for dinner?”

Seth narrowed his eyes at the visitor from
‘Nawlin’s’ but finally merely shrugged. “She didn’t seem to be much
in the mood for socializing. You didn’t mention she wasn’t one of
us.”

Cameron’s dark blond brows rose. Seth was
almost positive the expression of surprise wasn’t feigned. “Now
that’s a fuckin’ shame,” he murmured. “I done had my heart set on
that little filly, too.”

Seth’s lips tightened. “You know pack law,
Fontaine,” he said coldly.

Cameron’s expression hardened. “I know pack
law, mon ami,” he responded just as coldly. “Question is, do
you mean to abide by it yourself? Or are you just aimin’ to make
sure the rest of us do an’ leave the field to you?”

Seth felt his hackles rise and tamped the
aggression with an effort. “Is that a challenge, Fontaine?”

Cameron glanced up and down the street and
curled his lips. “Not over this territory—the woman—maybe.”

“She won’t be taking part in the mating
festivities,” Seth said coldly. “She’s human.”

“Now hold on!” Adrian Paulson snapped,
entering the discussion abruptly. “Pack law says she can’t be
inducted without her full knowledge and consent. It don’t say
nothin’ about persuasion.”

“That depends upon what sort of ‘persuasion’
you have in mind,” Seth said tightly. “The gathering for the run is
less than a week away. How much persuading do you think you
can manage in that length of time?”

Cameron grinned at him abruptly. “Struck
out, did you?”

“Bite me!” Seth growled, striding abruptly
to the door and inside. Beth Parker was in the kitchen ladling food
into serving bowls.

She glanced at him as he stopped in the
doorway. “She didn’t succumb to your charms,” she murmured
wryly.

Seth folded his lips irritably. “Fuck! What?
Is it written on my forehead or something?”

Beth gave him a disapproving glance for his
language but chuckled. “It’s written all over your face. If I had a
camera, I’d take a picture. This is a moment to remember! Last time
you was trounced by a female you was about eight, I’m thinking.
What was her name?”

Seth glared at her. “I don’t remember,” he
said sulkily. “Set another place. She might show just for the hell
of it.”

* * * *

Abby wasn’t exactly mortified at the
discovery that one of her nipples had been ‘eyeing’ the
sheriff—probably the entire fucking time she’d been standing there
seething with resentment—but it certainly didn’t make her
comfortable. Once she’d beat a retreat back into the house, she
paced her room for a few minutes, though, trying to decide whether
she was in any shape to deal with her disguise and finally decided
it would be worse if she didn’t.

Assuming the sheriff was to be one of the
guests and she thought she could safely assume that.

She was pretty sure he had no idea who she
was or why she was there. The Feds tended to look down their noses
at other law enforcement agencies and, in any case, the federal
witness protection program was even more close-mouthed. The fewer
who knew, the less chance there was that she’d be found.

She didn’t make the mistake of thinking they
actually gave a shit about her, but their case was a different
matter. They were keeping her on ice just in case they needed her
again.

Sheriff Seth Banner wouldn’t know about her,
she decided, and since she didn’t particularly want to arouse his
suspicions and have him nosing around, it seemed to her she needed
to do some serious back pedaling to cover their hostile first
meeting—or at least the hostility she’d aimed at him.

He’d seemed a little inclined to flirt,
which might or might not mean he’d found her interesting. She
hadn’t been so angry that she hadn’t noticed he was a damned fine
specimen of male pulchritude—both face and form had been movie star
grade—and since he hadn’t struck her as an idiot, she was pretty
sure he was well aware of it. So it could just be a habit to try to
nail anything with tits and no particular interest, or it could be
that he was one of those guys who thought it was his due and only
got more determined if a woman didn’t fall on her back and spread
her legs immediately.

The question was, would it be quicker and
less painful to let him make his mark and move on? Or would it be
safe to snub him?

Pretty or not, she not only wasn’t in any
emotional state to have any desire to date, at all, because of her
ex, but she’d developed a healthy dislike of anything wearing a
badge. Maybe she was being a bigot, but she didn’t particularly
give a fuck. He could be the nicest guy in the world, but her
instincts were telling her he wouldn’t be wearing that damned badge
if he wasn’t a hell of a lot like the men, and women, who’d wrecked
her life.

She’d just have to try to walk the line
between polite and cold, she decided, if the sheriff was there.
Ideally, he’d let it go at that. There had to be plenty of women on
his beat that let him have anything he wanted anytime he wanted
it—probably pestered him to fuck them. He’d survive without one
more mare in his stable.

With that in mind, she moved to the stack of
hideous dresses the Feds had decided was appropriate for her role
as teacher, dragged her t-shirt and jeans off and pulled it on. She
didn’t bother with a bra. She rarely wore underclothes of any
description unless she wasn’t wearing panty hose, in which case she
wore thongs. She didn’t see any point in ditching her thongs for
pantyhose, though, not when the damned dress hit her mid-calf.

Oh, yeah, she thought examining her
reflection, definitely school marmish! Raking a brush ruthlessly
through her hair, she tamed the dark auburn curls and trapped them
with a stretch band in a pony tail at the base of her skull and
then slipped her feel into a pair of sandals. Heels probably
would’ve kept her from looking quite so dumpy, but she wasn’t
trolling and there was no making this sort of get-up stylish or
elegant, not when the damned thing only emphasized the fact that
she was shy average height by several inches.

Pausing at her front door to gird herself
for the ordeal, she took a few calming breaths and finally went
out. The sun had set since she’d left the backyard, she discovered
and although it still looked like there was at least an hour before
full dark, she decided to go back in and turn on a few lights. When
she’d locked every door and window and checked it twice, she
grabbed the keychain agent Milner had given her that had her car
keys and house keys on it and stepped onto the porch again once
she’d flipped on the porch light. After locking the door, she
crossed the porch and descended the steps, glancing toward her
neighbor’s house.

The front porch seemed fuller than it had
before and her stomach tightened. There was no way to pretend she
hadn’t been headed that way, though, and she merely tightened her
hand around the keys until they were cutting into her palm and
crossed the yard with as much aplomb as she could manage.

It was annoying and unnerving to have to
take the walk to the gate and then down the sidewalk before she
could turn up the walkway to the bed and breakfast, but, as short
as the picket fence was that surrounded her yard, she was pretty
sure trying to step over it would be both painful and embarrassing.
The older woman she’d spied earlier came out the door before she
could reach the porch, her gaze instantly zeroing in on Abby. “Ms.
Winthrop! I’m so glad you decided to join us! Seth seemed to think
you might not.”

Abby flicked a glance over the men ranged
around the porch and finally spotted Seth sprawled in the swing at
the far end near the corner where the porch turned and went down
the side of the house. She smiled at the woman with an effort. “It
isn’t that I didn’t appreciate the invitation. It was just a tiring
trip and I have so much to do before Monday, I’m pretty wound
up.”

“No doubt you’re anxious to meet your
students,” Ms. Parker said. “I’m sure it must be exciting getting a
fresh start in a brand new place but unsettling, too. Let me
introduce you to my guests. They’re in town for the Harvest
Festival. This handsome rogue here,” she added, patting the blond
god in the rocking chair next to her, “is Cameron Fontaine. He’s
from New Orleans.”

He stood abruptly, towering over her. Abby
looked up at him, feeling her jaw drop with the effort. “Nice to
meet you, Ms. Abigail,” he drawled, his blue eyes gleaming with a
mixture of amusement and something else she couldn’t entirely
identify.

She found herself smiling back at him a
little vacuously. “Abby,” she murmured absently.

His dark blond brows rose. She noticed he
flicked a glance in Seth’s direction. “This is what your close
friends call you, chère?”

Abby reddened. “Uh … I just hate the name
Abigail.”

Her response startled a chuckle out of him.
“Ouch. You don’t pull any punches, chère.”

Abby couldn’t help but smile, albeit wryly.
“I imagine you’ll recover,” she murmured dryly, turning away from
him as Ms. Parker claimed her attention and introduced her to
another of her guests, Adrian Paulson, who was as dark as Seth and
as handsome.

What had she stumbled in to, she wondered? A
male model convention?

“Seth you’ve met,” the woman said, waving a
hand in his direction. “He boards here and the big lug that nearly
tripped you up coming up the steps there is Jerico Collins.” She
glanced around the porch. “Food’s on the table, boys. Don’t run
poor little Abby down on your way in!”

‘Poor little Abby’ tried not to look at any
of the ‘boys’ since she was fairly certain the woman had managed to
offend all of them. She didn’t know if it was the woman’s
admonition not to run her down on the way to the table or their own
good manners, but they merely followed her and Ms. Parker inside in
an orderly manner.

“You can call me Beth. Everybody does …
‘cause I’m not too fond of Elizabeth and never was and my middle
name’s even worse.”

Amused by the woman, liking her, Abby
seesawed toward comfort but there was no maintaining an even
kilter. She discovered when they got to the dining room that there
were two more men and one young woman who looked to be around her
age who were also joining them for supper at Beth Parker’s table.
She wasn’t quite certain how the woman managed it, but she, Beth,
and Julie were each seated between two of the men.

She would almost rather have been anywhere
but where she was—sandwiched between Seth Banner and Cameron
Fontaine. There was a relaxed, almost family gathering feel to the
meal, and yet Abby had never been in the presence of so much male
splendor in her life, which was enough in itself to throw any red
blooded female into a tailspin. When, added to that, she had to
worry about every word she spoke, tension rolled through her in
peaks and dips that made her feel vaguely ill in spite of the fact
that the food was exceptionally good.

Julie Markam didn’t seem to care for her.
She projected a polite, cautiously friendly manner, and yet Abby
felt almost a sense of hostility radiating from the woman any time
she looked her way.

She couldn’t quite figure out why. She was a
visitor and, from what Abby could tell, she’d arrived alone, so it
seemed unlikely the hostility had anything to do with any of the
men present. It certainly wasn’t work related aggressiveness. Julie
managed a boutique in Houston.

“You’re on vacation?” Abby asked a little
curiously, wondering if, maybe, the woman had relatives in
town.

Julie’s expression rebuffed her, but she
responded politely enough. “I came for the Festival.”

Surprise jolted through Abby. The Hicksville
Harvest Moon Festival? She’d come all the way from Texas to attend
a fall festival in backwater USA? “Oh,” Abby said a little blankly.
“I’ve never heard of it. It must be really special?”

The undercurrents that ran through everyone
at the table confused her even more. Beth smiled without looking at
her. “It is … very special. Starting Thursday afternoon, the booths
will be open and there’ll be craftsmen from all over the country
there displaying their crafts. Friday we’ll have the barbeque and
barn dance and then Saturday, of course, is the Harvest Moon
ritual.

“I expect Ms. Markam’s here for the crafts.
There’s bound to be all sorts of things available that she’ll be
interested in for the boutique.”

“Julie, please,” Ms. Markam said, smiling at
the older woman. “I feel like my mother when you call me Ms. Markam
… and, yes, I’m hoping to find some real treasures for the boutique
at the craft show, but I’m looking forward to enjoying the entire
Festival this year.”

She flicked a flirtatious glance around the
table at the men as she made the last comment.

Actually, it was a little more than just
flirtatious. It looked downright openly sexual as it paused on Seth
significantly for several moments and then switched to Cameron
before she finally settled her gaze speculatively on Abby. “What
brings you here if you didn’t come for the festival?”

Aside from the fact that the woman’s tone
set her back up, Abby wasn’t particularly thrilled to be in Ajax at
all. She smiled with an effort. “A job. I’ll be teaching K-5 at
Ajax Elementary.”

Julie’s blond brows rose almost to her
hairline. “You’re a teacher?” She paused. “I don’t suppose there’s
much teaching involved with pre-schoolers, though, is there?”

Abby would’ve been willing to agree with her
right up until that moment. The comment set her back up, however.
“It’s certainly a challenge trying to teach young children, but
then that’s what I’ve always loved about teaching—helping to mold
young minds,” she lied, smiling through her teeth. “You must find
your own career so much more rewarding. Convincing women to part
with their hard earned money for over-priced clothes and
unnecessary accessories can’t be easy.” She batted her eyelashes at
the woman.

Julie flushed but maintained her smile. “It
is rewarding—particularly when I have someone like you to
work with. For instance—don’t take offense—but neither the color
nor the lines of that … dress are particularly flattering. You’re
too short to carry something like that off. It just makes you look
dumpier … uh … shorter.”

It was hard to think of a retort to that,
particularly when she completely agreed. “Oh, well style and
teaching don’t really go together. Parents like to feel that the
teacher’s focused on teaching not the fathers of their students. I
did notice your ensemble was very flattering to your figure,
though. I’d always heard that it was best to stick to solid colors
unless you have a particularly nice feature you want to draw
attention to and, of course, the flowing lines can hide a multitude
of defects in the figure. The wide belt is a nice touch. It
actually makes your waist look small … uh …er,” Abby replied,
smiling sweetly at the other woman.

“I see you’re a woman who enjoys living
dangerously, chère,” Cameron said in an audible whisper near
her ear, his voice shaking with suppressed laughter. “You doan, by
chance, have a partner for the dance Friday? ‘Cause if you doan, I
might be available.”

Abby couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re an
outrageous flirt. You know that, of course?”

He tried to look wounded but amusement still
danced in his eyes.

“She only arrived this afternoon,” Seth said
in a sardonic drawl. “I doubt she’s had time to field many
invitations, but I’d intended to offer to escort her myself.”

Abby sent him a quick look of surprise,
feeling her face heat uncomfortably. Dragging her gaze from him
after a moment, she glanced around at the other diners, trying to
decide how to respond. Everyone at the table, it appeared, sensed
the hostility wafting between the two men on either side of her—not
just her—for everyone had tensed.

“Actually,” Adrian drawled. “I thought I’d
ask her myself.”

When had she become the belle of the ball,
Abby wondered uneasily? “Actually,” she managed to say finally, “as
much as she appreciates the invitations, she didn’t
know anything about the dance and she probably won’t be
going at all.”

“Good thinking,” Beth said approvingly.
“Don’t let them corner you into choosing now. You can do that at
the dance.”

The comment, thankfully, earned the older
woman several unfriendly glances—which she seemed completely
oblivious to—but it effectively drew the men’s attention away from
her. She considered reaffirming her decision not to go to the dance
at all, but she didn’t particularly want to draw the men’s
attention back to her. “The food was wonderful!” she said instead.
“I can’t thank you enough for inviting me. Can I help you with
clean up?”

Beth waved a hand at her. “Don’t be silly.
You’re a guest. Besides, you’re going to have your hands full
setting your place to rights. I’d be happy to give you a hand if
you like … maybe tomorrow after church?”

Abby smiled thinly. “Thanks for the offer,
but I’m sure I can manage.” She got up despite Beth’s dismissal and
helped her collect the dishes from the table, following the older
woman into the kitchen with a profound sense of relief at having
escaped the dining room.

Beth directed her to a chair to sit and chat
while she finished up, flatly refusing to allow Abby to do more
than help her collect the dishes and wipe down the dining
table.

“You’re not serious about skipping the
dance?”

“Oh, I don’t really think I’ll be up to it,”
Abby replied uncomfortably. “My first week here and all ….”

Beth sent her a speculative look that made
Abby squirm.

“And I don’t know anybody, you know?”

“You’re not going to get to know folks
around here if you don’t get out and mingle while you have the
chance,” Beth retorted.

The problem was she didn’t want to
get to know anyone, but she certainly couldn’t say that without
also explaining why … or leaving that tantalizing tidbit out there
for speculation, which could be worse. There was no telling what
inventive minds might make of it.

Besides, neither Cameron Fontaine, Jerico
Collins, nor Adrian Paulson were locals. They were only in town for
the festival. What would be the point of going out with them when
it couldn’t go anywhere? It wasn’t likely they would consider
moving to Ajax and she certainly couldn’t go … anywhere. And they
were from big cities, which, according to the Feds, was the worst
idea of a place to go.

She might as well paint a bulls eye on her
forehead.

As for Seth …. She would’ve been lying if
she said she had no interest at all. She wasn’t dead—yet. She
thought it would be more accurate to say she had no interest in
getting more interested. Beyond the fact that he was a cop
and she’d had her fill of being around cops for a lifetime, next to
a reporter, she couldn’t think of anybody more likely, or more
determined, to ferret out her story. In time, maybe, she’d grow
accustomed enough to her new identity that she wouldn’t be worried
about stumbling at the wrong time, saying something she shouldn’t,
but she didn’t feel nearly secure enough yet to test it.

“You’re right,” she answered Beth finally,
smiling with an effort. “And maybe I will go, but it’s not
something I’m putting a high priority on at the moment. And I
certainly don’t feel like being … cornered. Is it just me, or did
it seem to you that they were coming on a little strong?”

Beth grunted, but it was hard to say whether
it was a comment or the effort of scrubbing the iron skillet she
was wrestling with. “Alphas ….” She broke off and slid a glance at
Abby over her shoulder.

Abby couldn’t prevent a faint shiver. Right
up until she’d gotten to know Mikhail, she’d thought she was as
drawn to alpha males as any other female. Nodding in agreement, she
rose. “I should get back … if you’re sure you don’t want me to help
out a little?”

“I can handle it … do it three times a
day.”

“That’s just depressing!” Abby said
sympathetically. “You should consider getting a dishwasher.”

“Got one comes week days, but I give her the
weekends off.”

Abby chuckled. “I meant a machine. You only
have to pay for it once and it doesn’t complain or ask for a
raise.”

Beth turned to stare at her for a long
moment and then looked around her kitchen. “I don’t know where I’d
put it,” she said finally.

“I think I’d think of a place,” Abby replied
with a grin. “Thanks again. I haven’t had home cooking, except for
mine, in … a while.”

Seth was leaning against the porch post
nearest the steps when she let herself out. She had the sense that
he was laying in wait for her. He turned and surveyed her as she
crossed the porch.

“It was nice meeting you,” Abby said
politely. “And you were right. She’s a great cook.”

Seth smiled faintly. “She’s the best cook in
these parts. That’s why I finally just took a room here. I figured
if I was going to be eating here most every night anyway, it’d just
be more convenient.”

“I can see your point, although I don’t
think it would be safe for me to eat here very often. I think I
might hurt myself,” she said wryly.

He chuckled. “I noticed you managed to turn
down desert.”

“Only because I wasn’t able to indulge. Next
time, maybe I’ll ask for desert first.”

He shook his head, grinning. “House rules.
Nobody gets desert until they’ve eaten their veggies.”

“Ah! She did strike me as a tyrant.
Well … goodnight.”

He started down the steps when she did.
“I’ll walk you to your door.”

Abby slid a glance at him. “You can watch me
from here if you think I’m in any danger.”

He shrugged. “But you won’t be in any
danger if I’m standing on this porch.”


Chapter Three

Don’t flirt with the sheriff! He’s a
C—O—P, Kylee Marie Bennett!

And there’s proof positive the man’s bad for
you, Abigail—dumbass—Winthrop! One suggestive line and she’d
completely forgotten her ‘name’!

“No comment?”

“I’m thinking.”

He chuckled. “At least I’m making
progress.”

Abby slid a doubtful glance at him, but she
couldn’t help smiling. “How do you figure that?”

“You didn’t run.”

She chuckled. “It doesn’t take much to
encourage you,” she retorted wryly.

“Nope.”

She shook her head at him, but, in spite of
all she could do, she couldn’t summon the dislike she wanted to
hold on to. His sublime self-confidence should’ve annoyed her.
Instead, it intrigued her as much as he did, because she couldn’t
help but wonder what a man like Seth Banner was doing in a town
like Ajax. It was like mounting a diamond in a wooden tiara.

For that matter, she couldn’t figure out why
he didn’t have a woman following him around with a club in her hand
to beat other women off of him.

There must be some flaw she hadn’t
discovered yet.

She wasn’t going to discover it
either, she told herself irritably as she mounted the steps of her
own porch … still completely unscathed despite his threat/promise.
She was going to keep her wits about her and steer clear of
dangerous men—which included any male of the species, in particular
the devastatingly attractive ones.

He settled one large hand on her waist as
she turned to bid him goodnight at her door and one above her head
on the front wall of the house, crowding her until she bumped into
the wall behind her. Her heart began to thump madly in her chest as
he leaned down until they were almost nose to nose. A wave of
dizziness went through her. The warmth of his body, the
power he seemed to exude, made her feel as if she’d stepped
into a static zone. Her skin prickled all over.

“Abby,” he murmured, his lips so near hers
she could almost feel them, could feel her own lips tingle with
anticipation.

“Mmm?” she asked a little breathlessly.

“Be sure to lock your door. There are a lot
of strangers in town.”

Abby blinked at him blankly when he
straightened, breaking the spell he’d woven around her in two
seconds flat.

“’Night,” he called as he jogged down the
steps.

Irritation replaced her shocked surprise as
she watched him saunter away. It took a strenuous effort to tamp
it, but she managed to call after him gaily, “Goodnight, Sheriff.
Thanks for walking me to the door!”

It took her three tries to find the right
key and unlock the door, but she managed to get it open and close
it behind her without slamming it before he reached the gate and
had the chance to look back. She ignored the temptation to see if
he would, locking the door behind her and stalking down the hallway
to the bathroom.

“Bastard!” she muttered under her breath as
she slammed the bathroom door. Snatching her hideous dress off, she
threw it in the floor and kicked it. “Arrogant asshole!”

Twisting the hot water handle wide open, she
grabbed one of the boxes stacked beside the pedestal sink and began
digging through it for her bath products.

She’d discovered his fatal flaw without even
having to look hard, she thought angrily, wondering if that little
ploy on the porch had been about payback for her earlier behavior
toward him or if he just hadn’t been able to resist discovering how
strong her resistance to his charms was.

Nil!

She was so distracted she’d already stepped
into the shower and lined up soap, shampoo, and cream rinse on the
shelf at the rear of the shower before she remembered she’d only
turned on the hot water. Shoving her hand cautiously under the
spray to test it, she discovered it not only wasn’t hot, it was
freezing cold. Sucking in a sharp breath as the water pelted her,
she leapt out of the shower again, nearly busting her ass as her
wet feet hit the slick linoleum floor covering.

Shivering, she stared at the shower in
disbelief for several moments and finally reached in to shut the
water off. Twisting the other knob, she waited, testing the water
every few minutes.

No hot water. She couldn’t believe
there was no hot water!

Grabbing the thongs she’d discarded, she
shimmied into them again, snatched the towel she’d unearthed from
the bar and stalked out of the bathroom. There was no sign of a hot
water heater in the kitchen. Stymied, she stood in the middle of
the room, trying to think if she’d noticed a closet where the
damned thing might have been stashed.

She’d searched the entire house before she
remembered she’d seen the damned water heater on the back porch.
Tucking the towel around herself, she checked the switches on the
wall by the back porch until she found the one that lit the porch
and stalked outside to examine the thing.

It wasn’t warm to the touch—which was no
great surprise. After examining it, she stomped back into the
kitchen and found the electrical panel. All of the switches were in
the ‘on’ position and, in any case, they were all clearly marked
and not one said ‘water heater’. What the hell? It had to have
something running to it, right?

Stalking back to the water heater she
examined it more closely and discovered instructions on the front
for lighting the pilot light.

Gas!

How hard could it be?

Surely people lit them all the time without
blowing themselves up?

Getting down on her hands and knees, she
peered into the dark hole where the pilot light was supposed to be,
but the porch light shed little illumination on the project. She
got up again, thinking of her flashlight, but it could take a month
to discover what box it was in, she realized in disgust. Shaking it
off, she looked around for the matches she’d found earlier. She
would need a match to light it anyway.

When she’d finally found them on the kitchen
counter, she headed back to the water heater, got down on her knees
and struck a match, leaning down to peer in the hole again. She
still wasn’t exactly sure she’d identified the pilot light, but she
figured gas would come out of it. If she got the match in the right
spot, it was bound to light. Shaking that match out, she pulled out
another, struck in and shoved it in the hole.

“Problems, chère?”

Abby let out a shriek of pure terror at the
abrupt intrusion of a deep male voice and scrambled to her feet,
tearing her towel off and throwing matches in every direction in
the process. Cameron, she discovered, was standing on the top
steps, peering at her through the screen door. She screamed again
before recognition dawned.

A look of alarm flickered across his
features, although he seemed far too mesmerized by her to really
register the shriek she’d let out. “You scared the pure fuck
out of me!” she snarled furiously, grabbing up the now empty match
box and hurling it at the screen door.

It was the sound of running feet that
finally penetrated her shock and anger enough for her to recall
she’d left her towel on the floor when she leapt up. Snatching it
from the floor, she wrestled frantically with the thing, trying to
get it around her. Discovering it was hopelessly twisted, she
clutched it to her breasts anyway just as Seth, Adrian, and Jerico
arrived on her doorstep.

“What happened?” Seth demanded.

Abby stared at the men lined up on her back
porch steps. Discovering they were all looking her over with patent
interest, she tugged at her towel, trying ineffectually to cover
herself, though she knew just from the breeze she could feel that
she didn’t have much covered besides her breasts and not even them
very well. “Nothing,” she said stiffly, turning and stalking toward
the door with as much dignity as she could muster.

She wasn’t about to stand on the back porch
more than half naked and try to explain.

“You screamed—twice!” Seth said tightly.

“Because he … startled me!” Abby snapped
once she’d managed to get inside and hide behind the door. “I was
trying to light my water heater!”

“What the hell were you doing over here,
Fontaine?”

Cameron narrowed his eyes at him. “I heard
her strike a match. I came to offer to help out,” he ground
out.

“Is that true?” Seth asked her sharply.

Abby closed her eyes, counted to ten. “Yes!
He asked if I had a problem! Thank you for coming to
check—everybody! But I’m fine. Goodnight!” Slamming the door
closed, she locked it and headed into her bedroom. She halted with
a jolt when she caught her reflection in the mirror over her
dresser.

Well, no fucking wonder they were all
staring at her! Everything was hanging out! She hadn’t
managed to do anything but ball the towel up under her
breasts! A fat lot of good it had done to grab the damned
towel!

Slinging the towel off angrily, she went to
the box that contained her clothes and dug around in it until she
found one of the oversized t-shirts she liked to sleep in. There
would be no shower tonight!

Heaving an irritated breath when she’d
covered herself, she headed back into the kitchen to make herself a
hot drink to chase away the chill from the cold shower she’d
almost gotten and the thorough airing she had gotten.
She heard the voices of the men on the back porch as she reached
the kitchen. After a brief debate, she moved to the door and pushed
aside the curtain that covered the window in the top half of the
door.
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