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            About Falls Mountain

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Falls Mountain, and the quaint town of Harbor Falls.

      

      Tucked deep into the Blue Ridge Mountains, bricked streets, lakeside views, and charming local shops set the scene for small town romance.

      In this standalone-but-interconnected series, you’ll meet bakers, bookstore owners, chocolatiers, teachers, and more—all trying to run their businesses, chase their dreams, and keep their hearts in check. But in Harbor Falls, love has a habit of showing up unannounced…

      From second chances to secret babies to grumpy-sunshine pairings, each book brings a satisfying happily-ever-after and a cast of characters you’ll want to visit again and again.

      

      Falls Mountain Romance is a companion series to the Sweet Hart Inn Romance books by Maddie James.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dead Man Walking

          

          A FALLS MOUNTAIN, SMALL-TOWN ROMANTIC SUSPENSE NOVEL.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some secrets don’t stay buried. Some lies refuse to die.

      

      

      

      Two years ago, Annie Walker buried her husband.

      Or so she thought.

      Now she’s finally opening her heart again, falling for a man who makes her believe in second chances… until everything she thought she knew unravels.

      The man she loves isn’t who he claims to be.

      And her husband? He may not be dead at all.

      Special Agent Curt Carter has one job—uncover the truth about a missing cop tied to a drug operation, and the woman who might be protecting him.

      Going undercover as a school drug officer at Harbor Falls Elementary—and in Annie’s classroom—is the perfect way in.

      Get close. Gain her trust. Find the truth.

      But the longer he stays, the harder it becomes to separate the mission from the woman, because Annie Walker isn’t just a suspect—she’s the one person who could destroy his case.

      Or his heart.

      And when the truth about Dead Man’s Mountain finally comes to light, both of them will have to decide… love? Or justice?

      

      Why You’ll Love This Book:

      
        	Second-chance romance with high emotional stakes

        	Undercover agent hero with a secret

        	Small-town setting with a suspenseful edge

        	Twists, turns, and a child caught in the middle

        	A love story tested by betrayal and survival

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Annie Walker glanced sideways as her best friend, Emma Jo, hustled into her classroom.

      “Come on, Annie. Take a break. School hasn’t even started yet, and you’re already setting yourself up for teacher-of-the-year.”

      “I most certainly am not.” Annie trimmed the rough edge off a construction paper W and then stapled it to the corkboard. “I have a lot to do.”

      “We all do. But it’s okay to stop for a minute.”

      With a sigh, Annie turned and studied her friend. She and Emma Jo Baker, now Emma Jo Craig, had been best friends since kindergarten, in this very school. Now, they taught side by side at Harbor Falls Elementary—Emma fourth grade and Annie fifth.

      “I want to finish this bulletin board before I leave, and then I have parent packets to put together.”

      “Let me help. I’m finished with mine. Want to get dinner after? Will has a school board meeting and won’t be home until late.”

      Will was Emma’s principal husband.

      Maybe she should go out. She had nothing pressing to do this evening if they got the parent packets done… But honestly, she was not in a social mood and hadn’t been for some time.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take the packets home with me. I think there is a frozen dinner at home with my name on it.” Plus, school started on Monday, and she did have things to do. She picked up another construction-paper letter.

      “Crap, Annie, give me a break. Let’s get some proper food.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Well, then. Why don’t you just roll over and die?”

      The words stung. Annie stopped mid-motion with the stapler. She knew what was coming next. “Don’t start, Emma.”

      Emma bit her lip. Annie stopped her stapling and crossed the room to her desk, methodically putting away the stapler and scissors. “I’m tired. I’m going home.”

      “You’re living like a nun.”

      “I am not.”

      “You are.”

      She squinted. “No. I am not!”

      “Annie. It’s been over two years since Rob died. You’re only twenty-nine. You need to get out occasionally, be among people.”

      “I’m around people all day long, Emma.”

      “No. Not fifth graders and coworkers. I mean, socially.”

      Annie rolled her eyes.

      Emma continued. “Do something besides staying home all the time grading papers, before it’s too late.”

      “Too late for what?”

      “Too late for—”

      “If you’re going to say too late to have babies, then stop.” Annie pushed her hands up in the air, palms facing outward.

      “I wouldn’t say that. I know how much it hurts you to think about it.”

      “Then what?”

      Emma eased closer and lowered her voice. “I worry about you spending the rest of your life alone, honey.”

      Annie shook her head and grasped Emma Jo’s hands. “Stop. I know what comes next. That I’ll never fall in love again if I don’t get started. I’ve heard it a thousand times. Not only from you, but from my parents, and everyone in Harbor Falls except for old Mrs. Rhodes down at the Piggly Wiggly, which is darned weird since she’s the town busybody. Everyone seems to have an opinion. What you all don’t understand is this—I don’t want anyone else. I don’t want to replace Rob. I’m not ready.”

      Emma squeezed her hands. “Oh, honey. That’s not what I meant. No one could ever replace Rob. He’ll always be in your heart.”

      Annie turned and picked up a stack of large envelopes, shoved them into her teacher bag, and then stared past Emma at the bulletin board. She was right, of course. The thing was that lately, her memories of Rob and their few short years together had faded somewhat. And that was disturbing.

      “Jonathan Wells asked about you the other day.”

      Annie glanced away.

      “Damn. I’m sorry. I hate to see you like this.”

      “Like what? What is it with you, Emma? Do you think my life isn’t complete without a man in it? Is that it? Do you feel complete now that you and Will are married? What about before? You were fine then. Right?”

      Emma, whose major pastime for years was trolling for potential husbands, but who never caught one until she and Will Craig—the principal of their school—finally admitted their attraction for each other, stared at Annie. “It sort of helped.”

      A sigh hissed through her teeth. “Well, that may be fine for you, but not me. Look, my life is great. I have my home, my students, my parents, and I have you—my best friend. Please Emma, back off where my love life is concerned.”

      “I thought that… maybe you…. Oh, nothing. Fine, I’ll drop it, okay?

      “Great.”

      “All right.”

      But she stepped closer, placing her fists on her hips. “I want you to think about something, though. Maybe you just need a casual fling. No commitment. When was the last time you went out? Were kissed? Had sex, for goodness sake? When was the last time you even talked to a man?”

      Please make it stop. “Yesterday.” She blurted out the word before she realized it.

      “Yesterday?”

      Flustered, Annie turned, picked up her purse, slung it over her shoulder, grabbed her teacher bag, and headed toward the door. “Yes, yesterday.”

      For once, she may have bested her friend.

      Emma’s mouth hung open.

      Annie grinned and left with a quick goodbye wave. Emma Jo didn’t need to know that she’d only talked to a man, and that the man was Ralph down at the grocery, and that he was as old as the wind.
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        * * *

      

      On Monday, Annie stood at Will Craig’s office door, watching him shuffle papers and folders on his desk. He glanced up, a serious scowl on his face, and waved her inside. “Annie. Come in. We need to talk.”

      Uh-oh. Now what?

      She sat in an overstuffed chair facing his desk and glanced at the surroundings. His office was cluttered with trophies—the Harbor Falls Bear Cubs excelled in sports—along with shelves full of pictures, dusty books, and out-of-date professional journals.

      It never failed that when she was called to the principal’s office, she didn’t quaver with anticipation. Even after eight years of teaching, she hadn’t shed the childhood fear of being told to “go to the office.” She watched him and waited silently while he scanned the contents of a file folder before looking up and making eye contact.

      Her right leg jerked.

      Stop it, Annie!

      “I wish there was a way around this—believe me, I don’t enjoy springing this on you the first day of school and at the start of the day—but I have no choice.”

      “What is it, Will?” She was half afraid to ask.

      “New student.” He handed her the folder. “Glance over this now, but spend some time with it later, when you have a minute. You’ll want to talk with Julie, too, as soon as you get a chance.”

      Julie was the school counselor, and if she were involved, Annie knew this was serious.

      Hesitantly, she took the folder, her gaze glancing off his for a second. Surely it couldn’t be that bad. She shuffled through school and medical records for a twelve-year-old boy named Danny Jones. She came across psychological reports and suspension records. Finally, her fingers rested on a release form and grades from a youth rehabilitation hospital near Asheville, where the boy had spent the summer for alcohol addiction.

      “He’s an alcoholic?” Dumbfounded didn’t come close to describing how she felt. “How in the world?” She’d never heard of a child that young with a drinking problem.

      “Apparently, both his parents are alcoholics. Bad family life. He’s with foster parents now and won’t be going back to his biological parents. They’ve given up all rights. He’s in the system and they’re hopeful for adoption, but you know how that goes—no one wants a half-grown kid. Especially one with issues.”

      Annie bit her lower lip. “It’s going to be difficult, don’t you think? He’s twelve—and with fifth graders?” Her concern was not only about how awkward this could be for the boy, but how the other students would react.

      “I know you can manage it. He missed one entire year of school. They tried catching him up this summer in rehab, but who knows how that went for sure. Academically, fifth grade is where he should be right now, we think. Later, if you feel differently, after you get a handle on his abilities, we can move him up.”

      He locked gazes with her, perhaps trying to judge how she was dealing with the information so far, Annie thought. Honestly, she wasn’t certain how she was feeling, or what she was thinking about the situation.

      “The boy’s seen his share of troubles,” Will added. “Has been a victim of abuse and, according to his caseworker, is defiant and street-smart.” He drummed his fingers on his desk pad. “I understand he’s calmed down somewhat since rehab but be alert to signs of aggression.”

      She nodded, trying to quell the anxious feelings creeping up in her gut.

      “Public schools failed him in the past. Let’s not let that happen here. Not in Harbor Falls, and not on my watch. I know you will do your best. Let’s start him out in fifth grade, and we’ll move him. It’s the right thing to do. I’ll rely on you to let me know when.”

      Will rose and took a step toward the door. A crowd of noisy students burst through the front school entrance, just outside his office. Annie opened her mouth to speak.

      He glanced impatiently toward the hallway. “Look, let’s talk later.” Before she could respond, he turned and left, shouting at a couple of boys roughhousing near the trophy case.

      She stared at the folder in her lap. Oh boy. What could she say? She couldn’t refuse. She didn’t have that option. Yes, it would be a challenge, but she could manage it.

      Couldn’t she?

      Ten minutes later she rounded a corner and spotted the boy who must be Danny, standing outside her classroom door. No doubt. He stood taller than most of the other children. His dishwater-blond hair curled around his head in an unkempt fashion. He wore stiff jeans and high-top tennis shoes and a light blue DUKE University T-shirt… like any other school-age boy, but somehow looked different. Hard. Would most people suspect all he’d been through?

      Her heart ached a little. He looked as if he wanted to be anywhere but there.

      Can you blame him? He’s too old. Should be in middle school. It’s going to be tough.

      His gaze met hers. She felt every inch of his stare. As she approached, he held a bead on her like a hawk with glaring eyes. Eyes that had likely seen too much in his young life. She was certain of that fact.

      He leaned into the doorframe, flanked by two adults—the foster parents, she assumed—who stood stoic but on guard, as if their sole purpose were to grab the kid should he decide to bolt. The foster father’s facial expression was stern and proper. The mother’s thin-lipped smile showed she meant business. Annie felt like they were getting ready to hand over their prisoner to her, the warden, and wondered if that was how Danny felt, too.

      Tucking the folder under her arm, she approached the trio and extended her hand. “I’m Mrs. Walker. You must be Danny.” She looked at the boy directly.

      He stared at her outstretched hand, then out into space. The man beside him briskly took her hand.

      “I’m Tom Elliston.” He nodded toward the woman. “My wife, Beatrice. I assume Mr. Craig told you everything. We expect no trouble from the boy.” He handed Annie a piece of paper. “Our phone number and address. Think nothing of calling if you need anything or if he gets out of line. If he gives you any trouble, let me know and I’ll take care of it.”

      Annie wasn’t sure she liked the way Mr. Elliston talked about Danny, as if he weren’t there. She glanced at the foster mother, who remained quiet, meekly letting her husband commandeer the conversation. Danny, meanwhile, projected annoyance and frustration. But she suspected he took in a lot more than she or anyone else realized.

      “Mr. Elliston, I assure you I’ll call,” she said firmly.

      With her classroom filling with students, it was time for her to get inside, too. “Let’s find Danny a desk. Everything will be fine.” She nodded at him and stepped into the room. She wouldn’t touch him, not knowing how he would react. Still, she could feel him tense as they entered the classroom, led him across the room, and showed him a desk.

      In a hurry to get the day started, she gathered all the first-day forms and put them into Danny’s school folder, printed his name in bold letters with a red magic marker across the top, and placed it on his desk. “We’ll go over all this in a few minutes, Danny, when all the other students have arrived. Do you have questions for me now?”

      He looked straight ahead, his face blank. “Nope.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do the odd-numbered problems for homework. I’m giving you time to work on them now.” Annie finished writing the page numbers on the board and turned back to face her class. “If need help, ask. Don’t wait until you get home and find you can’t do them.”

      She watched her students fumble with paper and pencils, turning to the correct pages of their books. Glancing Danny’s way, she grimaced. It had only been three days, but she was concerned about his reluctance to get involved in the school atmosphere. He refused to talk in class and was a loner. He reacted only when spoken to directly. Otherwise, he existed in his own world.

      He thumbed through the pages of his math book, resting his chin on his clenched fist. He glanced up, then at the classroom door. Annie followed his gaze as Will Craig’s face appeared in the tiny window.

      She stepped across the room and held the door partially open.

      “Yes?”

      Will looked beyond her into the classroom. “How are things? The new kid?”

      She shrugged and tried to avoid looking back at Danny, not wanting to raise his suspicions. Her gaze swept across the entire classroom. “For the moment, we’re fine. He doesn’t talk much.”

      “Do you need anything?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’ll let you know.”

      “Good. By the way, the DARE officer is coming by today, and he’s going to visit your classroom first, I think.”

      “What?”

      “Special Agent Carter, with the drug program. Remember? We talked about it at the faculty meeting last week. Said he’d be by to talk to the classes in the program. Fifth and sixth grades this year. Just a pep talk to get them hyped. He’ll be here,” he glanced at his watch, “after lunch, I’d say. He called about thirty minutes ago. I’ve been tied up. Told him I was sure it would be convenient.”

      Convenient?

      Not convenient.

      She’d either forgotten that conversation entirely or had dismissed it because of anxiety. The latter, likely. Heat rose to her cheeks, but it was the alarm coursing through her body that startled her. She wasn’t ready for a law enforcement officer in her classroom, but what choice did she have? “Alright,” she said, “alright. I’ll work it out.”

      He left. Standing there, she sucked in a cleansing breath and watched Will stroll down the hallway, stooping to pick up scraps of paper and peeking inside classroom doors. Her thoughts turned to the officer coming to speak to the class.

      Not now. Not ready for this.

      She released a pent-up, dizzying whoosh.

      She had no choice—she would do this—it was her job. But she didn’t have to like it.

      And right about now, any excuse not to like the officer, like showing up unexpectedly, was something she’d grab at.

      Her abdomen tensed, a bit of anger slowly rising inside, along with something else.

      Panic.

      She had to defuse it. A spiraling rush of emotions sped over her, aimed at a man she had never met. Even more disconcerting were the niggling tremors of trepidation emerging from her gut.

      Why had she agreed?

      Mistake. Big mistake.

      Panic. Yes. That was it. Anxiety.

      Her chest tightened, like rubber bands constricting her lungs. Difficult to breathe. Maybe she needed to dig up that little-used bottle of Xanax her doctor had prescribed after Rob’s death.

      No.

      Get a grip, Annie.

      The last thing she needed was medication.

      She inhaled, exhaled, and moved to her desk.

      Why would Will assign him to her classroom, anyway? He knew her history. Her past.

      He probably thought it was therapy, or some damn thing. This had Emma’s signature all over it. The last thing she needed was more therapy, or to collaborate with a man who worked in the same profession as her husband—correction—the profession that killed her husband.

      But she couldn’t deny her students the opportunity to get in on the program. Right?

      Even if it meant working with him?

      Even if there were nightmares?

      Her students were that important.

      Okay. Keep your chin up, be professional, and let the man do his job. You do yours.

      Think about the children. About Danny.

      These children were her own substitute children, replacements for the child she would never have—the child she imagined as a smiling imp with onyx hair and midnight blue eyes, like her father’s—eyes so unlike her own blue ones, or her mop of blond hair.

      She had wanted Rob’s child. It would never be. But she still had her students.

      A hand shot up across the room, shattering her musing.

      “Kyle?”

      “Ms. Walker? I need help.”

      “Sure.” Annie smiled and moved toward his desk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent Curtis Carter sat in his unmarked car, staring down at the news clipping he’d just pulled up on his laptop. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t read it before—in fact, he’d practically memorized the contents of the brief, two-year-old news piece. But today, he wanted the information fresh in his mind as he moved one step closer to solving the case surrounding the death of Trooper Rob Walker. And while this step seemed rather unconventional, it was actually the most logical one—even though in all his years as a DEA agent, he’d never expected to go undercover in a fifth-grade classroom.

      But he was about to do just that.

      He read the news article one more time.

      

      TROOPER BRUTALLY MURDERED ON FALLS MOUNTAIN

      The Asheville Citizen Times

      Staff Reports, Local

      

      Harbor Falls, NC: A North Carolina State Highway Patrol officer was killed in the line of duty Thursday morning on Falls Mountain in the Blue Ridge Mountains, a few miles outside of Harbor Falls, North Carolina. Harbor Falls is approximately one hour northwest of Asheville and east of Knoxville.

      Trooper Robert T. Walker, a four-year veteran of the North Carolina State Highway Patrol, responded to a distress call from a motorist around two a.m. while working his routine shift. The female caller reported her car had stalled on the secluded mountain road and that she required help.

      Records show Walker radioed his arrival at the stranded motorist’s vehicle at 2:18 a.m.

      Approximately one hour later, a passing motorist discovered Walker’s burning body lying beside his cruiser, lights flashing, the driver’s side door open, and the engine running. Walker died at the scene.

      A native of Florida, Trooper Walker moved to North Carolina five years ago and lived in the Harbor Falls community. He is survived by his wife, Anne.

      

      Closing out that file, he lifted a photograph of Rob Walker and his wife, Annie. He stared into her eyes momentarily and then lifted his gaze to follow the woman walking across the playground outside the school.

      Was this woman—Annie Walker, schoolteacher—the key to finding out what really happened two years ago up on Dead Man’s Mountain? At least that’s what he’d heard the locals were calling it now.

      Dead Man’s Mountain.

      More likely, he was chasing a dead man walking.

      This was not the open-and-shut case he’d expected. No, and that feeling stuck in his gut. This went much deeper.

      Dammit.

      His gaze lifted, and he watched Annie Walker continue across the schoolyard. His breathing deepened as he took in the sexy hitch in her step, the subtle expression on her face. He scowled. Another place, another time—perhaps if he’d spotted her in a bar, or at the grocery store—he’d have approached her and made small talk, perhaps asking for her number. Pursued her. Admitting his attraction to her now, even to himself and during a case, was against his own personal moral code.

      She wore a pair of low-slung black trousers that hugged tight to her hips and thighs, showing off some of her best assets. Although her frame was slight, with narrow hips and a wasp-like waist, her legs, as the saying goes, went all the way up.

      A white knit sweater clung to every curve of her upper body—and those curves were damn appealing. Although she wasn’t a very tall woman, the illusion of tall and thin was stressed by her outfit. The finishing touch—a pair of black boots with heels that looked a little too high for teacher attire.

      At least no teacher he remembered dressed like that.

      But the thing that snapped Curt Carter’s libido to embarrassingly quick attention was Annie Walkers’s mane of blond hair, coupled with steel-blue eyes set like perfect jewels against the backdrop of black and white.

      Cold as steel-blue eyes? Perhaps. That’s what he intended to find out.

      He knew they were blue, even though he wasn’t close enough to see them. He’d studied this case, and Annie Walker’s picture, for weeks. Staring again at the image of the couple on his laptop screen, he frowned.

      Hell, she was a good-looking woman. What was not to be attracted to? After all, he was a hot-blooded man. Right? And he was also a professional who knew when to kill the desire and tuck it back inside his jeans. But she conjured up all kinds of scenarios, and his brain raced with thoughts of how physically attractive he found her, and how he could be incredibly interested in her—

      If things were different.

      But things weren’t different.

      Clearing up the mystery of Rob Walker’s murder was the goal, not romancing the object of his investigation. Sure, he never thought he’d end up undercover in Walker’s wife’s classroom, but here he was, posing as a school drug cop to get into her life.

      But not into her panties.

      That was not part of the deal.

      He had expected her to be beautiful. The picture was an obvious giveaway. What he hadn’t expected was for the curvy blonde to quicken his pulse the way she had once he’d set eyes on her in real time. But she had. And it was all he could do now not to imagine that halo of flame unleashed from its single braid, fanning out around her on a pillow.

      His pillow.

      Dammit. Forget it, Carter. You don’t need this. Not now.

      He watched her round the corner of the school building, calling out to a child. His heart raced, unable to keep his mind from wandering.

      How the hell could Rob Walker double-cross her?

      He washed his hands over his face, shaking his head.

      Give it a break.

      Perhaps Jenkins was right. Perhaps Annie Walker’s image of the squeaky clean, widowed schoolteacher was nothing more than deception.

      “You could have made this a lot easier, sweetheart,” he mumbled, “if you were about a hundred pounds heavier and a foot shorter. Maybe about fifteen years older. With bad teeth.”

      But she wasn’t. She was a beautiful young woman. And one he hoped wasn’t mixed up in the hottest drug-running operation to hit this area in years.

      He hoped to hell she wasn’t hiding away a husband who was supposed to be dead.
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        * * *

      

      He’s here.

      A flicker of dread swept through Annie’s tummy. She pushed it away and ignored the specter of her past as best she could while leaning over Kyle’s desk, teasing the answer to the math question out of the boy. Only then did she glance at the open door, where Special Agent Carter stood waiting.

      Well. Officer Carter could wait until it was convenient for her.

      She straightened and strolled toward the door, stopping to spot-check some of the other students’ work on the way. Her gaze lifted, and she looked at the man.

      His grin nearly took her breath. Nestled amidst striking features—firm chin, high cheekbones, thin lips, evenly tanned skin—his smile captivated. She tried not to think about that as she held out her hand.

      I’m damned irritated with you and in a bad, bad mood.

      But his smile broke through any annoyance she felt. Dammit.

      “Officer Carter? I’m Annie Walker.”

      Her trembling hand stayed between them, untouched. He didn’t take it. All she could do was stand there.

      He looked at her as though she were not the person he expected. But after a moment, he took her hand anyway, his grasp firm—leaving her palm warm, her fingers tingling.

      “Curt Carter,” he said. “The DARE officer.”

      “Yes. I know.”

      Spellbindingly handsome, he would probably take most women’s breath away, Annie thought. But she was not most women. Military-cut sandy hair, chocolate brown eyes, the broadest shoulders she’d ever seen. Except for Rob’s.

      Shaking, she took a step back, putting space between them.

      “I— I’m afraid this is an inconvenient time. We’re getting ready for a… a math quiz. And then lunch.” She cast a nervous glance at her class and back to him again. “Could you come back in about, oh, forty-five minutes?”

      Was she babbling? She really couldn’t tell. But her babble was the truth. She had planned a pop math quiz. And then lunch.

      And she needed a moment to gather herself.

      “Definitely.” He nodded. “I need to talk to Will, anyway, and check with the sixth-grade teacher. I’ll be back in forty-five, or so.”

      “That will work. Thank you.”

      He tipped his hat. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

      He left, and she turned toward her class, steadying her shaking hands on the solid oak of her teacher’s desk. Behind her, the door closed with a soft click. Time. She needed time to collect her thoughts and her sanity.

      I am a bumbling idiot.

      So familiar.

      The uniform. Not the same as Ron’s, but still law enforcement.

      Spit-shined shoes, knife-sharp pant creases, starched soft brown shirt, the hat, the belt. The 9 mm strapped to his side….

      Her throat ached to release a sob.

      A hand at the back of the room caught her eye. Danny. “What’s that cop doing here?” he barked. “Is he coming back?”

      Thrust back into reality, Annie gave him her full attention. Several students’ heads turned the boy’s way. It was the first time they had heard Danny speak out in class.

      “All right. I see puzzled faces. Let’s put our things away, and I’ll explain.” She waited as they folded papers and stashed away pencils and books.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      After a quick math quiz, Annie couldn’t get the children outside fast enough. She borrowed fifteen minutes from their reading block for a speedy recess before lunch. She knew Will wouldn’t approve of that, but she’d deal with him later if it came to that. The kids were antsy and wound-up, especially after she’d explained about Officer Carter.

      Now, as she scanned the playground for her students, she spotted Danny and sighed.

      Enough is enough.

      Annie moved closer to him. Recess was no better than being in the classroom. The boy was so out of place. A loner. She watched as he meandered along the edge of the building, kicking at stones and dirt, his head lowered, hands pushed deep in his pants pockets. So determined was she to get some sort of conversation out of the child that she blocked all other activity on the playground.

      “Danny?”

      He stopped shuffling, hands still in his pockets, and stood for several seconds studying her. “You think I’m some kinda loser, don’t you?” he challenged.

      Not the reaction she’d expected.

      “No, actually, I don’t. Why would you say that?”

      “I’ve been watching you, watching me. I can see it in your eyes. I can read adults like a damn book.”

      She tried hard not to react. “Oh? And what can you read about me?”

      He kicked a large stone and watched it zing off a nearby jungle gym. Annie cringed, glad no children were nearby. He turned and faced her. “You’re wondering how you got stuck with me, some reject kid, too old and too bad for your neat little classroom. Wondering what you did to deserve me. I’ll bet you even want to know how long it’s going to be before I go off or something, huh? You’re no different from the rest.”

      It was a mouthful and more than she’d heard him say in three days. Annie watched his eyes narrow with steely hardness as he continued. “Adults are all the same. None of them give a shit. Especially about a dumbass kid like me.”

      She waited before answering, their gazes locked. He was out for the shock effect, she knew, or maybe just to blow off steam. Damn if she’d let it get to her, though.

      “Danny,” she began quietly, “I know you’re angry and upset, and I’m glad you can tell me what is on your mind. But first, I want you to know that the language you just used is unacceptable. You cannot use profanity in the classroom or at school. Do you understand?” She wanted to maintain the authority here and not let him get away with breaking school rules. It was important.

      He nodded. Barely. Still eyeing her.

      “All right.” She nodded too. “So now that we understand each other…” Moving on to the next subject. “But you’re wrong when you say that adults don’t care about you. I care, or I wouldn’t be here talking with you.”

      He opened his mouth, then shut it again.

      “I have been watching you and thinking—but not in the way you said.” She paused while he toed another rock. “I don’t think you are a loser, Danny. I think you’ve been through some bad times that were not your fault. I also think it’s unfortunate that you are a lot older than the other kids in the class, and I’m sorry we couldn’t make different arrangements. You’ve experienced rougher times than most kids your age, but that has nothing to do with how you and I will work together here at school.”

      She didn’t flinch. Their gazes never faltered.

      “You are older, but I think we can come up with some special projects that you may like, and if you work hard, we’ll move you up to a higher grade as soon as you’re ready. I want you to think about it, and you let me know what interests you, and we’ll start working together.”

      She glanced about. The other teachers had gathered their students. She turned to Danny, trying to see something in those hard, dark eyes.

      “It’s time for us to go back in.” She called out to her class, then nodded to him. “Let’s go.”

      Danny trailed along several yards behind.

      She fought the urge to turn and make sure that he was there.

      Somehow she had to earn his trust. He was an adolescent stuck with an adult problem in a little kid’s world. A fish out of water. And probably to him, she was a shark asking him to conform to a world he didn’t want to be in.

      What could she expect?

      Trust? How would she earn his trust?

      She found herself distrustful of most people these days. Since Rob’s death, she had put her faith in her ability to do a good job at school. And now, a student might jeopardize that faith. She wasn’t sure she could live up to her own expectations of dealing with Danny, let alone those of the rest of the school community.

      He needed more from her.

      Did she have it to give?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Looks like you have them under your spell.”

      Curt inhaled the scent of lilac as he stepped up behind Annie Walker. She stood with her back to him, leaning into the doorframe, watching her students work. When she turned a startled glance his way, he was suddenly at a loss for words.
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