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Chapter 1

				“Hey, babe, is the rodeo in town?”

				The admiring words came from a tall, rangy man in a cowboy hat who lounged against a car parked outside the grocery store. Felicity Clayton tossed an impersonal smile at him. She had been worried that people in Foxe, the small Southeast Texas Gulf Coast town where she’d just arrived, wouldn’t take notice of her clothes.

				So much for that fear. She’d attracted plenty of notice while shopping in the grocery store and was still attracting attention in the parking lot.

				From the slim blue denim skirt that skimmed the tops of her high-heeled cowboy boots to the red bandanna-print shirt, Felicity might have just ridden in off the high-fashion range. Even her hair fit the look. She had pulled the shoulder-length brown mass off her face in deference to the Gulf Coast heat and humidity and fastened it at the nape of her neck with a leather clasp that matched her boots.

				A turquoise and silver necklace and ring matched the handcrafted silver belt at her waist, and silver horses dangled from her ears. She completed her eye-catching outfit with a leather purse that resembled a miniature saddle. Her purse held a sheaf of business cards bearing the logo of The Cosmic Cowgirl, the western boutique Felicity owned in Nashville, Tennessee.

				“You look  …  mmm, mmm good, babe,” the man added. “A little skinny for my taste, but you sure got class.”

				Felicity winked at the rumpled pseudo-cowboy. As a slim woman with nondescript brown hair and brown eyes, she figured she needed all the help she could get from stylish clothing. Otherwise, she might fade into brown anonymity.

				“Thanks, cowboy,” she said and prepared to climb into her shiny, white pickup.

				“Buzz off, Leroy,” a deep, gravelly voice said.

				The voice carried overtones of suppressed anger that attracted Felicity’s attention. Whoever it was sounded like Johnny Cash. Turning, she stared at a veritable mountain of a man who was climbing down from a dusty blue truck that had just pulled into the parking lot.

				He was over six feet tall, with broad, capable shoulders and thick, dark hair. Felicity didn’t blame Leroy for leaving the scene immediately. The new arrival looked madder than a wet bantam rooster.

				“He wasn’t bothering me, but thanks anyway.” Her impersonal smile turned into a mischievous grin when she noted the effect the braces on her teeth appeared to have on him. He winced and closed navy-blue eyes.

				She caught her breath. Something about him urged her to put extra energy into her smile.

				“I’d like to speak to you a moment, Miss Clayton.” He slammed the door of his truck aggressively.

				Yes, the man was definitely angry. That and the fact that he knew her name made Felicity doubly wary.

				“You have the advantage of knowing my name, Mr …  .?”

				“Whitaker,” he said in a clipped, furious tone. “Aaron Whitaker. Not that it matters. You probably won’t be here any longer than it takes to get the money and run.”

				Felicity’s brows lifted in astonishment. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Whitaker. But it’s a pleasure to meet you, anyway.” She held out her hand.

				Felicity was accustomed to a certain amount of hostility from men with fashionable wives who spent a lot of money in her shop. She was always at her friendliest when meeting them. Except that nobody here knew who she was. Perhaps she sold him a piece of farm equipment a few years back when she had traveled the South selling tractors and combines to farmers.

				She studied Aaron Whitaker, refusing to let him rattle her. Saleswomen grew impervious to negative reactions, or they didn’t stay in sales very long. Besides, without his height and those rugged, tanned features, his contemptuous stare wouldn’t have had nearly as much impact. His mouth, a masterpiece of chiseled, stony disapproval, and his square jaw both added to the impression of tough implacability.

				She made it impossible for him to ignore her proffered hand. He took it automatically and she noticed his palm was hard with calluses.

				She let her gaze glide down him. Weathered, form-fitting jeans hugged his long, muscular legs. He wore scuffed cowboy boots, and a blue work shirt had been rolled up to expose muscular, tanned forearms liberally sprinkled with dark hair.

				No wonder he disapproved of her. He was a genuine cowboy fresh off the range, and she was a fashion-house fake. She had never even ridden a horse — at least, not long enough to call it riding. She was all show, whereas this man was the genuine article. Well, too bad. In her line of business, image was everything.

				“You favor the cowboy look, I see,” she said, and smiled approvingly. “It suits you.”

				“It doesn’t suit you. You look like a rhinestone rodeo queen.” He appeared to realize he was still holding her hand and dropped it. “But that’s beside the point.”

				“It’s not beside the point if you have any interest at all in fashion.” She bared her silver-banded teeth at him. “If I sold men’s clothing, I’d offer you a huge salary to advertise for me. You’re the perfect example of a working cowboy.”

				Aaron looked as though he’d just swallowed a huge dose of ipecac syrup. He half shut his eyes, as if the glare from her braces blinded him.

				“It’s the jeans and the boots,” Felicity said helpfully.

				“I don’t give a damn about fashion.” He regarded her with a curious combination of annoyance and dawning respect.

				“I see,” Felicity said.

				A saleswoman had to keep her skills honed. Besides, Aaron’s obvious contempt brought out Felicity’s besetting sin, the urge to convert people to her point of view. “You favor the man-of-the-earth image. A pair of steel-toed boots — ”

				“I don’t favor any such image,” Aaron snapped. “Shut up for a minute, will you?”

				Felicity arranged her face into a smile of bland interest. “I’m holding my breath in anticipation, cowboy.”

				Aaron’s expression turned as bland as hers. “You won’t be for long. Especially if you’re the woman who now owns Lureen Tucker’s house.”

				He threw that out like a challenge. Felicity wondered where Aaron came by his information. She did own Lureen Tucker’s house and had for the past five years. Far be it from her to enlighten him, she decided, taking in his scornful navy gaze and ruggedly disapproving expression.

				“My breath is still on hold.” She ignored the trickle of sweat down her back and the damp feel of her heavy denim skirt. Standing in the direct glare of the sun on a humid September afternoon threatened to take the starch out of her, but she wasn’t about to let Aaron Whitaker know that. “What does the ownership of a house have to do with anything?”

				Aaron flashed his teeth once more. “Ordinarily, neighborliness is something I prize. In your case, however, I’m making an exception.”

				She had no idea what he meant, although she experienced a sinking feeling when she recollected the large brick, ranch-style house some distance from her own little wood-frame house. Glancing over his shoulder, she reaffirmed the sinking feeling. The blue pickup was the same double-cab truck parked in the wide, circular drive at the house next door to hers.

				“A child could easily fall down that hole you call a well in the back yard.” He pinned her with an accusing stare. “I expect that nuisance to be properly covered by tomorrow morning, or I’ll sue you. Is that clear?”

				“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Whitaker.” She couldn’t believe this. “If there’s an open well in my backyard, I’ll certainly see to covering it.”

				“See that you do.” Aaron gave her a dangerous smile, his eyes glittering. “Mrs. Tucker says you’re all business. Not one penny of profit escapes you, according to her. Now that I’ve seen you for myself, it’s obvious where every penny goes.”

				Suddenly, everything became clear. Felicity sucked in her breath as annoyance replaced her puzzlement.

				“I do think first appearances are so important,” she purred. “Don’t you, Mr. Whitaker?”

				The expression on the cowboy’s face was priceless.

				“In that case,” he said, “maybe you’ll see to getting your property mowed and having that eyesore of a house painted. Otherwise, people are sure to get an impression of you I’m sure you don’t want them to have.”

				Felicity was dumbfounded. She had arrived in Foxe barely three hours ago, and already she had made an enemy.

				Usually, she never made enemies unless she outsold some of the non-producing, entrenched salespeople. Usually, even her enemies liked her. In fact, Felicity was accustomed to being liked because she always took care to make her colleagues in the sales department look good. What was wrong with Aaron?

				She forced a nonchalant shrug. “Sorry, Mr. Whitaker. I haven’t been in town long enough to fully assess the property and what needs to be done to it. But you can rest assured that by the time I leave here, that property will be in bandbox condition.”

				She could safely promise him that. Cleaning, repairing, and selling that house was the reason she was spending her first vacation in years in Foxe. Some vacation  …  barely one day into it, and already the house was causing trouble.

				“We’ll see,” Aaron said, eyes narrowed with dislike. “A woman like you is usually full of promises she can’t — or won’t — keep.”

				“A woman like me?” she echoed, baffled. “What — ?”

				“Just tell me this.” Aaron’s voice dripped with contempt. “Was Lureen Tucker your grandmother?”

				Felicity felt her face flush. “She was. However — ”

				“How many times did you visit her in the five years she lived here?”

				Felicity’s mouth opened, but Aaron cut her off. Worse, two other cars had pulled into the parking lot and she sensed the avid interest of the drivers.

				“Well, let me tell you something, cowgirl. I have no use for a woman who treats elderly people like throwaways. That old lady might have been a little spooky, but she was still your grandmother. You never visited her once in all the years I’ve known her. Neither has anyone else in your so-called family. I happen to know her only visitor was an old guy named Fenton Mills.”

				Felicity opened her mouth again, but for once the Saleswoman of the Year for three years running failed to get a word in edgewise.

				“No one in my family wants anything to do with you. Get that house into some kind of decent shape, then kindly get out of our lives and stay out.”

				“Do you have any knowledge at all of what you’re talking about?” Felicity asked, when she recovered her power of speech.

				Aaron smiled. The gesture reminded Felicity of a wolf showing its teeth. “That well is an accident waiting to happen, and now that you’ve been informed of it, you’re going to be held responsible if anything happens before you can get it covered. You’d better pray one of my dogs doesn’t fall down that thing.”

				He turned and bounded into his dusty pickup with a single, powerful motion. He backed out swiftly, without squealing his tires, and drove off without so much as a glance in the rear view mirror.

				She stared after him. It looked as though establishing herself as a responsible businesswoman and a good neighbor during her brief stay in Foxe was going to be harder than she thought.

				Well, she relished a challenge; nothing was any fun if it came too easily. Still, she was unused to being disliked, and dislike was the dominant emotion on Aaron’s face when he’d told her to repair the house and stay away from his family. It was amazing how deflated she felt after the small confrontation, even though she knew the truth about Lureen Tucker and he, apparently, didn’t.

				“Is everything all right?” The tow-headed teen who helped load her groceries earlier, grinned at her. Country music’s hottest female star, Becky Lozano, erupted from his earbuds loud enough to be clearly heard as he approached. “Old Aaron looked pretty put out.”

				“Who is he?” Felicity asked. “He looks like he just rode in off the cattle range.”

				“He does own about a hundred head of Red Brahmans,” the boy said cheerfully. “But you don’t make much off them.” He nodded at her truck. “He owns the Chevrolet dealership a mile or so down the highway. Maybe he’s mad because you’re driving a Dodge.”

				Felicity glanced affectionately at her new white truck. A thick crust of tiny black insects covered the grill and dotted the hood and windshield. “That’s probably it. Are you a Becky Lozano fan?”

				“You bet I am.” The teenager patted the pocket containing his MP3 player. “Every year, I pray they’ll get her to sing at the Rice Festival.”

				“Maybe they will.” She had seen the billboard signs advertising this year’s Rice Festival when she drove into town. Thankfully, Becky Lozano wouldn’t be anywhere near Foxe during the festival.

				“The festival’s in a couple of weeks, isn’t it?” she asked, just to be sure.

				“That’s right, ma’am. They’ve got Randy MacElroy as headline entertainer this year.”

				Felicity grinned. “That should thrill the ladies.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				Her denim skirt and bandanna-print blouse clung damply to her skin by the time she climbed into her truck and switched on the radio. Becky Lozano’s mellow, Kentucky Hills voice reached out, but before the melody could wrap itself around her, Felicity punched the off-button.

				Which reminded her; she needed to buy a new cell phone. Hers appeared to have no service in Foxe. Felicity thought about going in search of one and decided against it. She would enjoy the peace and quiet for maybe one more day.

				Dozens of the little black flies that covered the hood of her truck floated in the still air. She supposed she’d better get her truck washed — that was another job for tomorrow.

				She turned off the highway and drove down the country road to the house, admiring the flat, green pastures and picturesque, grazing cattle. Rice fields and levees bordered with tallow trees formed a patchwork pattern that was unusual to eyes accustomed to green Tennessee hills. The peaceful scene was unexpectedly soothing.

				The whole thing with Aaron Whitaker was a misunderstanding, she decided. He was bound to apologize when he discovered the facts, and when she got the problem with the well corrected — assuming there was a problem. Felicity pictured herself accepting Aaron’s apology and grew more cheerful as she imagined an abashed expression on those rugged features.

				She turned into the shell-covered driveway of her temporary home, bounced across a couple of ruts, and mentally noted to call out a driveway repairman, along with a lawn-care service and a water well covering business.

				Glancing next door — which was far enough away to require a pair of binoculars if she wanted to observe details — Felicity scowled at the dusty blue pickup. Then she noticed an unusual air of excitement about the pristine landscape. Aaron himself stood near the neatly trimmed hedge that separated their two properties, frantically calling someone.

				Felicity pointedly ignored him but continued to watch the action out of the corner of her eye. A slim young woman repeated Aaron’s actions at the other end of the wide, spreading lawn. Perhaps she was Aaron’s wife. A third woman, whom Felicity took to be the housekeeper, ran out of the house and toward a sprawling building at the rear of the property.

				Felicity climbed out of her truck with keys in one hand, a sack of cleaning supplies balanced on her other arm, and her gaze fixed on the search. No doubt one of Aaron’s dogs had gotten loose and taken off for parts unknown. Felicity experienced a twinge of sympathy for the dog, although she told herself it would serve Aaron right to lose a valuable dog — probably a bull terrier or a Rottweiler. Furthermore, he had no right to drag his poor wife out in the afternoon heat to search for his stupid dog. Felicity grew indignant over his thoughtlessness.

				Thoughts of the well out back gave her a twinge of fright, but she vanquished that quickly. If she knew Aaron, and she thought she did after that one brief meeting, he had already checked out the well, probably hoping he’d find the dog at the bottom of it so he could sue her.

				She held the grocery sack carefully so the rattle of the paper wouldn’t interfere with her snooping and tiptoed across the creaking, wooden porch. Whoever heard of naming a dog Pete? Or Joey?

				Perhaps Aaron’s children had gone missing. But surely he’d have mentioned them instead of his dogs when he told her about her uncovered well. No, Pete and Joey must be Aaron’s dogs.

				She frowned. Perhaps the dogs were a matched set of schnauzers like the ones she saw at a friend’s house last week in Nashville. Their real names were probably something like Joleibenshen’s Benckenstein Venerschnitzel. They probably possessed shelves full of dog show trophies and a sheaf of pedigree papers.

				Felicity decided she’d been too harsh. The dogs were probably house pets unused to the humid late summer temperatures of the Gulf Coast. She couldn’t let two beautiful schnauzers, or whatever kind of dog he had lost, suffer because Aaron Whitaker was a judgmental jerk.

				Setting her sack on the porch, Felicity slung her purse over her shoulder and marched across the thick, high grass toward the bordering estate. Aaron glanced up then ignored her. Even at a distance, Felicity saw the scowl marring his darkly tanned brow.

				“I’ll help you look for them,” she said crisply, as soon as she drew within earshot. “When were they last seen?”

				“Thanks, but we don’t want your help,” Aaron said. “Go on back and enjoy your grandmother’s life savings.”

				“What?”

				“You heard me.” His smile was silky and dangerous — a strange expression on such a ruggedly carved face. “Mrs. Tucker told me how her granddaughter robbed her of her small savings account. That was why she couldn’t afford to get that menace of a well covered.”

				Felicity started to refute that.

				“A woman who’d steal from a helpless old lady is worse than a gold digger,” he snapped. “Now get out of here. We have better things to do than waste time with the likes of you.”

				Felicity overcame her desire to do something violent to Aaron’s shins. Even in her own stunned condition, she realized he was in a state of strong emotion that had nothing to do with her.

				“Now listen, Mr. Whitaker — ”

				“You listen. I want you off my property. If I have to get a court order to keep you off, I’ll do it. Now move it.”

				“The more people who help you look — ” she began.

				The very idea enraged him. “I don’t need any help from the likes of you. Now get your skinny little fanny off my property before I really lose my temper.”

				Felicity had faced down too many hostile sales prospects in her former career as a traveling saleswoman to be intimidated by an overwrought dog owner. She produced a soothing smile. “Since you’re obviously feeling less than reasonable at the moment, I’ll just get on home. I’ll keep my eye out for them and call you if I see or hear anything.”

				“Go away,” Aaron fairly snarled.

				“After all, two schnauzers should be easy to spot.”

				Aaron stared at her a moment. “Lady, you are one loony little nutcase. Get off my property before I put you on that silly-looking saddle of yours and ride you clean out of town.”

				Felicity smiled at the vision of herself riding the miniature saddle on her purse. The artisan had assured her it was correct in every detail.

				“See you later, Mr. Whitaker. In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye out for your dogs.”

				She turned on her heel and marched back across the thick, almost knee-high grass, ignoring Aaron’s frustrated exclamation. She ruined the effect by tripping over a hidden crawfish mound and nearly falling flat on her face.

				So much for being neighborly. Felicity reached her front porch once more and took notice of her damp, steamy state. She was only too happy to return to the air-conditioned comfort of her own place — except the air conditioner wasn’t working, and the repairman wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. She inserted her key into the lock and wondered why a man desperate to find his dogs was so equally determined not to accept any help from her. It was downright puzzling.

				Something was wrong with her key. Felicity pulled it out and gazed at the key tip. It was coated with a sticky, glue-like white substance. Worse, the door was unlocked. Felicity shoved it open with her booted-foot and glared inside. After tangling with Aaron, she felt primed to deal with a burglar.

				She saw no one, but then she hadn’t expected anyone. She had already discovered the front door lock was unreliable at best. Felicity registered another addition to her list of repairpersons to call and stalked inside.

				Dumping her grocery sack and purse unceremoniously onto the welter of old newspapers and magazines littering the sofa, she turned back and studied the offending lock. The peculiar white substance was now oozing from the keyhole.

				Pondering the matter, Felicity retrieved two more sacks of cleaning supplies from her truck and another sack full of boxes of large plastic trash bags. She glared across the expanse of grass. Aaron had crossed the road that ran before their houses and was searching the field opposite, where several dozen humped, mahogany-colored cows grazed peacefully.

				To the rear of the Whitaker property, the slender dark-headed woman scurried frantically toward the barn and over to the equally distraught housekeeper. The two exchanged helpless gestures that aroused Felicity’s sympathy. As soon as she changed her clothes, she was joining in the search whether Aaron liked it or not.

				She threaded her way toward the bedroom. Her grandmother had saved every piece of paper that had crossed her path during the past five years and the stacks formed an obstacle course for the unwary.

				The telephone shrilled. Felicity grimaced and detoured to the kitchen to answer it. The kitchen cabinets and one drawer stood open, revealing a collection of pans and utensils interspersed with miscellaneous junk.

				“Hi, Mama,” she said in patient tones. “Of course, I’m all right. What could possibly have happened to me in the two hours since I last talked to you?” She listened a moment. “Because I was at the grocery store buying gallon jugs of Mr. Clean and boxes and boxes of plastic trash bags, that’s why. I told you I was going to the store. I’ll get a new cell phone tomorrow.”

				While reassuring her mother that she hadn’t been mugged in the grocery store parking lot, Felicity cast her gaze around the kitchen. Had those cabinet doors popped open on their own?

				“Yes, Mama. Don’t worry. I didn’t realize there was no cell coverage for my phone here. I’ll buy one tomorrow that has local coverage. In the meantime, this old landline still works fine.”

				When she hung up the phone, she became aware of a peculiar odor in the house. Sniffing curiously, Felicity arrived at the bedroom door. She didn’t remember closing it, and it seemed a little difficult to push open.

				The odor strengthened as the door swung open. Felicity stared toward the windows; the dusty window sills bore oval globs of a pearly-white substance. She looked down. An old towel had been rolled up and stuffed into the crack between the door and the floor. The small room was empty, but Felicity remained on the threshold, her scalp prickling. That odor had to be Elmer’s Glue. Grandma Lureen had left several large bottles of the stuff scattered around the house.

				Felicity studied every detail of the room. Someone had glued her windows shut. Suddenly, she was glad Aaron was nearby  …  surely, he’d come to her aid if she screamed.

				Emboldened, Felicity stepped into the room. There were squiggly white lines of Elmer’s Glue everywhere, as if someone had tried to seal up every crack in the floors or walls.

				A muffled sneeze from the closet made her jump violently. She skittered back to the door, heart pounding madly. It took several seconds for Felicity’s brain to shift into gear. She laid her hand on the doorknob, pulled open the closet door, and looked into the frightened faces of two small boys armed for battle.

				Each child held a saucepan lid in front of him like a shield, and wore the pan as a helmet. The older boy held a long-handled fork in a menacing fashion, while the younger clutched a kitchen fork. Both seemed oddly relieved to see Felicity peering down at them.

				Suddenly, it all made sense.

				“Hello, Pete. Good afternoon, Joey.” She smiled soothingly. “I’m glad the two of you came to pay me a visit, but why are you waiting in the closet?”

				The older of the two boys, who couldn’t have been more than five, met Felicity’s friendly gaze with wide-eyed trust. “We’re hiding,” he said in a grave little voice.

				“Yes, I can see that.” Felicity blinked in surprise. “Your — ” she wasn’t sure whether they were Aaron’s children or not, “ — relatives are very worried because they can’t find you. What are you hiding from?”

				“The ghost.” The younger boy scrunched closer to his brother. “The ghost might get us.”

				Great. On top of everything else, the house that was to be her temporary castle was haunted. Felicity sighed and mentally added “exorcist” to the list of repair people she was about to call.

				“Welcome to Foxe, Felicity,” she said aloud.

	
Chapter 2

				Aaron hated to do it, but even he had to admit it was time to call the sheriff. Scowling ferociously, he headed back toward the house. His sister, Deborah Sachitano, ran to meet him.

				Aaron deliberately wiped the scowl off his face, all too aware a frown was enough to frighten his gentle sister. Tears streamed down her face as she clutched his arm; tears which burned Aaron’s heart. Her blue eyes beseeched him for information he couldn’t give her.

				“We can’t find them anywhere. Oh, Aaron, do you think Tony could have taken them?”

				“Now calm down, Deb,” Aaron said, in spite of his own fears. “He won’t take them while I’m around. He knows better.”

				Deborah gave a small gasp as she fought for control. “What are we going to do? If Tony didn’t take them, and they didn’t fall down Mrs. Tucker’s old well, then where are they?”

				It was natural for Deborah to lean on someone and just as natural for Aaron to lend support. Besides, taking care of Deborah was a long-established habit. He put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick hug.

				“Let’s search the house one more time, then I’ll call Sheriff Darby,” he said. “There’s a chance the boys took off for a walk down the road.”

				“But they know they aren’t supposed to leave the yard,” Deborah said, trembling. “Did you ask the woman next door if she’s seen them?”

				“Remember, honey, she just got home,” he said, schooling his voice into a soft rumble. “She couldn’t possibly have seen them.”

				Aaron felt a twinge of remorse. He’d been so worried about his two missing nephews, and so frustrated at the sight of Felicity in her sexy western outfit, he hadn’t asked.

				He was well aware he was overreacting, but he had known Felicity Clayton was trouble the moment he laid eyes on her. Already angry because Joey had almost tumbled into the well barely two days ago, he was infuriated to realize Lureen’s granddaughter drove a new truck and wore fashionable, expensive clothes.

				He had watched from his bedroom window while she arrived at Lureen’s house then spent the morning finding out all he could about her. When he happened to catch sight of her truck at the town’s only large grocery store, he hadn’t intended to lose his temper. But then again, he hadn’t expected his own physical reaction to Felicity Clayton. Accustomed to being in control at all times, Aaron was doubly angry with himself for finding the woman attractive. Lureen had told him her granddaughter thought of nothing but money.

				Aaron reminded himself that Felicity had stolen money from an elderly woman, her own grandmother. What was more, she was too skinny, with brown-and-brown rather than blue-and-blond as he preferred.

				His sister gave a mighty sniff and brushed tears off her cheeks with shaking hands. “Up until last week, they used to walk next door with you every day to see how poor Mrs. Tucker was feeling. I just thought maybe  … ”

				Aaron’s antenna went up. He should have thought of that. “We’ll go over there and ask right now. Barney Deshotel at the realtor’s place says her name is Felicity Clayton, and that she’s Mrs. Tucker’s granddaughter.” He kept his arm around his sister and guided her across the lawn toward Lureen’s old house. The situation was too serious to allow prejudice to rule his good sense.

				“She seems so  …  so animated,” Deborah said hesitantly. “And so brave. Imagine staying all by herself in that spooky old house. And with all Mrs. Tucker’s papers and things still in there.”

				He heard Deborah’s unspoken desire to fear no man and no junked-up old house like the cheeky Miss Felicity Clayton. His heart was wrung. After all she had been through in her young life, and now this. Aaron cursed inwardly. He had sworn to protect his sister and her children. He had failed.

				Barely one month ago, Deborah had left her husband, Tony Sachitano. During that time, scarcely a day had gone by without Tony calling and demanding to speak to his wife, insisting he’d done nothing and issuing ultimatums that she return home instantly. Aaron privately thought Tony might possibly kidnap his two sons in hopes of forcing Deborah to come back to him, but common sense told him that hadn’t happened in this case. The dogs hadn’t barked a warning and both Deborah and the housekeeper had seen nothing. The boys had simply vanished from sight, probably by means of their own little legs.

				Aaron had always liked Tony and would have sworn he was a gentleman, but who really knew what went on between a man and his wife? Whatever had happened, Tony had no business terrorizing Deborah by kidnapping the children, and so Aaron would tell him if that turned out to be the case.

				“I think I would like her, Aaron. Do you think — ?” She broke off suddenly with a painful gasp.

				“Do I think what, honey?” Aaron asked gently.

				“It might be nice to invite her to your company barbecue tomorrow evening if — if  … ”

				“Sure, honey. We’ll ask her.” Aaron frowned. The last thing he wanted was Felicity at the annual barbecue he threw for his employees and customers, but he would have agreed to anything that lifted Deborah’s spirits. “And don’t worry. We’ll find the boys. I’ll bet they caught a ride to Dairy Queen to spend that five-dollar bill I gave Pete this morning.”

				A shriek erupted from Deborah’s lips; adrenaline shot through Aaron. He prepared to fight or give chase. Deborah tore from his grasp and raced ahead.

				Aaron stared after her and saw the two small boys with Felicity. As they drew closer, Aaron saw that Felicity held each child’s hand and that the children were wearing heavy armor and prepared for battle. If she thought she was going to get away with encouraging this sort of play with his nephews, she had better think again.

				He thought longingly about lecturing her while his hands rested around her warm, slender neck. When his vision-self ended the lecture by dragging her against him for a kiss, Aaron knew he was in trouble.

				He scowled heavily. It didn’t help to realize he longed to take his frustration out on somebody capable of giving him a good fight. Aaron bit back a sudden grin. Perhaps he should invite her to dinner so they could both enjoy themselves by trading insults.

				“I just thought I’d return your two missing schnauzers,” Felicity called cheerfully. “They were hiding in a closet.”

				“Oh, thank you!” Deborah cried. “Thank you. Thank you. Joey, Pete, I told you never to leave Uncle Aaron’s backyard.” She reached her sons and fell to her knees, hugging them. “We were so worried about you.”

				Aaron smothered an exclamation of disgust with himself. He knew Lureen’s front door lock was broken. She had told him so last month. But he never thought the boys would defy his orders and enter her house without permission. He stood behind Deborah, scowling and considering the best way to handle the situation. There was no question he owed the feisty Miss Clayton a debt of gratitude.

				She must have read his mind. She tossed him a sassy smile that almost blinded him with its brilliance. “I’m lending them the helmets, shields, and swords for the night since I’ll be eating out this evening. I’ll need the energy, because it’s going to take a while to get all the Elmer’s Glue off the woodwork.”

				“Elmer’s Glue?” Aaron was certain he’d missed something in the aftermath of that smile.

				“Your schnauzers glued my bedroom windows shut. It seems Jason, whoever he is, told them a ghost can come through any little crack, so they tried to glue up all the cracks in my bedroom. That means the windows, the door, the keyhole, the woodwork, the floor planks  … ”

				“What?” Aaron found himself totally baffled.

				Deborah ceased kissing her sons’ small faces to look up at Felicity through tear-filled, smiling blue eyes. “Jason is their cousin. He’s a year older than Pete.”

				“Jason knows a lot about ghosts,” Pete, the older boy, said. “They can come in through any hole, even a little bitty one.”

				“Honey, there are no such things as ghosts,” Deborah said.

				Three-year-old Joey waved the table fork. “I’ll get that bad old ghost. I’ll poke holes in him and let out all his air.”

				Aaron noted the carefully suppressed smile twitching Felicity’s full mouth. He reminded himself this captivating woman had controlled poor old Lureen’s house and bank account, refusing to give the old lady enough money for basic household repairs. If he didn’t bear those things in mind, he might pay too much notice to those enchanting lips.
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