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Have dinner with me.



Quinns deep voice sounded much too close to her ear, his breath ghosting over her cheek.



Abigail shivered, muscles clenching low in her abdomen. Carefully, she turned her head and her gaze met his. His gray eyes were pewter-dark and warm. The faint scent of male cologne reached her as he leaned closer, seeming to loom larger, blocking out the rest of the room. Heat washed over her.



She struggled to form a reply. Her senses urged her to lean forward, bury her face against his throat and breathe in that elusive male scent that seemed to be his alone.



Come with me, Abby. His deep drawl was mesmerizing. You know you want to.



Abby stared, fascinated by the darkening of his gray eyes and the awareness that felt as if a web were spun between them, heating the air separating them and pulling her closer.



Oh, no, she thought with sudden clarity. I am in such trouble with you, Quinn.
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For all my readers who told me they loved the McClouds and hated to see their story end




Dear Reader,



Quinn McCloud grew up far from Montana, and his cousins in Wolf Creek dont know he existsbut hes known about them for some time. Hes wary of family ties when he arrives in Wolf Creekat least, until he meets lovely, sharp-tongued and sexy Abigail Foster. Soon, she has him wondering whether acknowledging his connection to the powerful McCloud clan might be a good thing. Falling in love with Abigail is inevitable but Quinn questions whether he can cease his wandering and stay in Wolf Creek forever. Abigail, however, can accept no less from the man she loves.



I hope you enjoy Abigail and Quinns story as much as I didhappy reading!



Warmly,



Lois



Chapter One

Wolf Creek, Montana

Mid-September



Aunt Natasha? Aunt Elizabeth?

Abigail Foster donned a light sweater and stepped out onto the wide porch, letting the screen door slap shut behind her. Two wicker chairs were pushed back from the white table in the far corner of the porch. An enameled tray and a plate with several sugar cookies sat next to a Wedgwood teapot atop the blue cloth. Lemon slices floated on the surface of amber-colored tea in delicate blue and white cups. Her aunts had obviously been interrupted during their afternoon Earl Grey break and had left the comfortable corner, sheltered by the potato vine that climbed up the trellis.

But where had they gone? Abigail looked up and down the wide street. Down the block, two eight-year-olds rode bicycles, weaving in and out of the autumn leaves collecting in red and gold drifts in the gutters. Two joggers, accompanied by a cocker spaniel tugging on his leash, circled around the boys and kept on going. The rhythm of the neighborhood ticked on as usual. But Abigail didnt see her great-aunts.

She crossed the porch and descended the broad, whitepainted steps, following the brick walkway around the house to the side yard. She heard the murmur of voices as she neared the back of the house. The rumble of a deeper, male voice mingled with her aunts lighter tones had her quickening her steps.

Leaves crunched under her boots as she rounded the corner of the house. She made a mental note to clear the fallen leaves from the bed of chrysanthemums and dahlias edging the white clapboard siding over the next day or two. She knew from experience that the lovely Indian summer days would quickly turn to chillier October weeks, followed by snow in November.

The voices grew louder as she reached the backyard. A silver-gray pickup truck was parked on the gravel drive off the alleyway, just next to the stairs that climbed up the outside wall of the garage to the second-floor apartment above.

A tall man, dressed in faded jeans and boots with a blue flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, stood with his back to her, talking to her aunts. A big yellow dog nosed the leaves at their feet.

The dog raised his head, saw her, barked and charged.

Startled, Abigail froze, her eyes widening. The dog was huge and the closer he drew, the bigger and scarier he seemed.

Buddy. Down. The deep male voice was sharp, the command undeniable.

The dog halted in midcharge and dropped to the ground.

Abigail stared at him. As her racing heartbeat slowed to something approaching normal, she realized that what shed thought was a fierce predator was actually a blond Labrador retriever. He panted, his pink tongue lolling while his big brown eyes fixed on her with eager friendliness. His ears lifted with endearing interest as he eyed her.

Sorry, maam.

Abigail looked up. The man walked toward the dog, pausing when he reached him. He limped slightly, she noted, but somehow, it didnt dilute the sheer power he projected. His coal-black hair was cut short. Equally dark eyebrows arched above gray eyes, startlingly pale in his suntanned face.

Buddys friendlyhe wouldnt hurt you. He grinned, the twinkle in his eye disarming, and the flash of white teeth and easy quirk of his lips told her this was a man accustomed to charming women.

Alarm bells went off. The last time a man had smiled at her with that level of male interest and charm was during her senior year at college and things hadnt ended well. The whirlwind relationship and six-month marriage that followed had taught her a lesson about charming men shed never forget. She was immediately suspicious of the dog owners motives.

Really? she said coolly, lifting an eyebrow in disbelief. He has an impressive set of teeth. Hes never bitten anyone?

No, maam, he responded solemnly, although his eyes reflected amusement. Not unless I told him to.

Despite herself, Abigail gaped. You tell him to bite people?

Only criminalsand only in the line of duty, he amended.

Oh, no. Abigail nearly groaned aloud. Surely he wasnt

This is Mr. McCloud, Abigail, Natasha said as she and her sister, Elizabeth, joined them. Hes from the Colter Investigation Agency in Seattle. Hell be our acting sheriff until the town council can hire someone permanent.

I see. Abigail eyed him with curiosity. Its quite a coincidence that you work for Ren Colters agency. A local rancher, Chase McCloud, is his business partner. Are you related to Chase?

Id never met Chase before I went to work there, Quinn said with a slight smile. I knew Renwe met while working on a project overseas. He shrugged. When he heard I was looking to change jobs, he offered me a spot in Seattle. Thats where I met Chase.

I suppose that only proves we live in a small world. Curiosity satisfied, Abigail belatedly remembered her manners and held out her hand. Welcome to Wolf Creek, Mr. McCloud.

Call me Quinn, he said easily, taking her hand in his. Mr. McCloud is too formal.

His hand was warm, the palm and fingers slightly rough beneath hers. A working mans hand, she thought, wondering what it was about a lawmans work that created calluses. Too aware of the latent strength in his grip, she drew her hand from his.

She didnt think shed ever seen eyes quite like hispale gray irises rimmed with blackand his eyelashes were as dark as his hair and brows in his suntanned face. Belatedly, she realized she was staring and forced her gaze away from him. She glanced at the silver truck parked next to the garage, noted the black tarp covering bulky, unidentifiable shapes in the pickup bed and looked back at him. Youre staying in the apartment?

He nodded. Ren told me the mayor made arrangements for me to rent it from your aunts.

We must have forgotten to mention it, dear. Natasha gave her a guileless smile.

Abigail sighed with resignation. Elizabeth and Natasha were seventy-five and seventy-seven, and their minds were as spry as their wiry bodies. It was far more likely her aunts had volunteered the apartment as soon as they discovered that the late Sheriff Adamss replacement was a single male.

Hed turned his attention away from her, listening attentively as Elizabeth asked him whether hed had a good trip. Abigail took advantage of his distraction and lowered her lashes, screening her eyes, her gaze dropping to his hands.

Just as she thought, the ring finger of his left hand was bare.

Her aunts meant well, but Abigail really wished theyd stop trying to find a man for her.

wouldnt we, Abigail?

Hmm? While shed been frowning at Quinn McClouds ringless left hand and pondering her aunts possible matchmaking, Elizabeth had apparently made a comment that required her agreement. About something.

I was telling Mr. McCloud we would be delighted to have him join us for dinner. Elizabeth eyed her with a faint frown, clearly wondering why her great-niece was woolgathering when good manners dictated she pay attention to the conversation.

Of course. Abigail forced a smile. Why Quinn McClouds handsome face, amused gray eyes and half grin raised her hackles to the extent they did, she didnt know. She did know, however, that she found it distinctly annoying that her aunts apparently thought he was charming.

The wry look he gave her told her he knew she wouldnt have offered the invitation if it had been her choice.

Thats very nice of you all, but Ill have to take a rain check, he said. I need to unload the truck and check in at the office.

Of course. Elizabeth was clearly disappointed, but then she brightened. The Chamber of Commerce is holding a meet-and-greet hour later this week to introduce you to everyone. Im sure well see you there. And of course, she added, well see you often, Im sure, since youll be living only a few steps across our backyard.

The apartment is fully furnished with towels and linens, Natasha chimed in with a smile. but if theres anything you need, dont hesitate to knock on our door. Im sure Abigail will be happy to help you.

It was all Abigail could do to keep from rolling her eyes. Everyone is grateful you could step in on such short notice. Im sure well all do what we can to make sure youre comfortable while youre here.

I appreciate it. Now, if you ladies will excuse me, Id better unload the truck.

Certainly, Natasha and Elizabeth said in near unison.

He snapped his fingers and the big yellow Lab jumped to his feet, following him when he nodded at the three women and walked away.

Elizabeth and Natasha looked after him with pleased expressions.

Abigail refused to watch him. She spun on her heel and walked purposefully toward the back porch of the big Victorian house she and her aunts called home. Marching up the steps, she pulled open the screen door and stepped inside, her boots echoing on the wooden boards as she crossed the porch and entered the house.

The sunny old-fashioned kitchen was large and square, with a pantry opening off one side. Abigail collected the teakettle from the stove, filled it at the tap and returned to set it on the burner. She switched on the heat beneath the kettle with a snap and marched to the cupboard to take down a rose-and-white teapot with three matching cups and saucers.

Why the prospect of Quinn McCloud living in the apartment above the garage was such an irritant, she didnt know. Some things, she thought as she opened a drawer to take out three teaspoons and butter knives, defied simple explanation. There was simply something about him that shrieked trouble.

And thats sufficient reason to be wary, she told herself as she carried a tray with a plate of pumpkin-spice bread, the silverware, a covered butter dish and three small plates through the living room. She deposited them on the front porchs wicker table and returned to the kitchen with the now-cold Wedgwood pot and cups just as her great-aunts bustled through the back door.

Such a nice young man, Elizabeth declared.

Yes, very, Natasha agreed. Beneath her short white curls, her eyes sparkled. Dont you think so, Abigail?

I dont know him well enough to make a judgment, Abigail replied. The kettle whistled and she poured boiling water into the rose-and-white teapot. I thought you might want to join me since your earlier tea was interrupted?

She picked up the tray with the fresh pot and three matching cups and delicate saucers, catching the quick glance her great-aunts exchanged before she left the kitchen.

Certain theyd follow, she walked through the living room and out onto the wide porch, settling the tray atop the wicker table. By the time shed unloaded the dishes Natasha and Elizabeth joined her. For the next few moments, the three were occupied with the stirring of sugar into cups and buttering of slices of rich golden brown sweetbread.

Its wonderful timing to have a renter for the apartment, just when we need a bit of extra cash for new snow tires and furnace maintenance before winter arrives, Elizabeth said.

Abigail murmured a noncommittal agreement, sipping her tea.

And Mr. McCloud seems like a very nice young man, Natasha responded, giving Abigail a sideways glance.

Mmm, Abigail responded, popping a bite of bread into her mouth to avoid answering. Shed read the rsum sent by Colter Investigations to the town council when theyd requested a temporary replacement after a heart attack felled Sheriff Adams. Nice young man werent exactly the words she would have used to describe someone whod spent most of his adult life in violent action around the world. Perhaps mercenary might fit, she thought.

Elizabeth peered at her over the rims of her glasses, her deep blue eyes mirrors of Abigails thick-lashed ones. You dont seem impressed by Mr. McCloud, Abigail, she said bluntly. Why not?

Abigail chewed, swallowed and took a sip of tea. Because, she said, returning the delicate china cup to its saucer. She thought about telling her great-aunt her objection was to Quinn McClouds work history. But since Elizabeth was a member of the town council and had read the same rsum, she opted for a different tack. Hes too handsome, Abigail modified.

How on earth can a man be too handsome? Natasha put in with astonishment. Thats like saying someones too rich or a woman is too prettyits just not possible.

And hes too charming, Abigail added.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Regardless, that doesnt mean Mr. McCloud isnt a nice man. I want you to promise youll give him a chance before making up your mind to dislike him.

Abigail crossed the fingers of her left hand, out of her aunts sight on her lap. I promise.



Quinn reached his truck and looked over his shoulder just in time to see Abigail march up the back steps. The mid-afternoon sunlight burnished her dark brown hair, pulled up in a ponytail that swung smartly from side to side with each step she took. Faded jeans fit snugly over the lush curve of her bottom and down her long legs. She wore black rubber gardening boots on her feet and the bright red sweater covered a plain white T-shirt. She pulled open the screen door and disappeared inside, the door slapping shut with a definite smack of finality.

The two older ladies followed her more slowly, heads together as they whispered.

He grinned and shook his head. The great-aunts seemed glad to have him living over their garage, but for some reason, Miss Abigail had disliked him on sight.

Which sure as hell wasnt how he felt about her, he thought. There wasnt anything overtly sexual about Abigail Foster, but for some reason, she turned him on. He could swear she wasnt wearing a lick of makeupher face looked fresh scrubbed, her lips naturally pink. She had a small straight nose above a lush mouth with a plump lower lip, deep blue eyes edged with thick dark lashes below equally etched eyebrows. Her skin was fair, with a dusting of tiny freckles over the arch of her cheekbones. And her chin had a distinctly stubborn set, especially when she looked at him and her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

He walked around the pickup, untying knots as he went and freeing the nylon rope holding the tarp in place.

What was it Rens agency report had said about the Fosters? He thought for a moment as he yanked the rope free and tossed the tarp back.

Oh, yeah. Shes a librarian. And one of her auntsgreat-aunts, he corrected himselfwas the town librarian before Abigail took over.

Quinn lowered the pickups tailgate and grabbed his duffel bag in one hand, a large bag of dry dog food with his other.

Come on, Buddy, he called. The dog immediately left his inspection of the base of a nearby maple tree and followed him up the stairs to the landing, bounding inside when Quinn unlocked and shoved open the door.

Just as he stepped over the threshold, a breeze carried the faint sound of feminine voices from the front of the house.

He grinned. Wolf Creek might not offer the excitement of his last case, but after meeting Abigail and her aunts, life suddenly looked much more interesting.

Which was more than hed hoped for when he took this job. Only four days ago hed been staring out the window of his Belltown apartment in Seattle, watching rain pelt down while the wind sent a flurry of leaves spinning by.

He wasnt fully recuperated from his last assignment for Colter Investigations. Executing the plan to recover a clients stolen yacht had ended with surgery to remove a bullet from his left thigh. Hed been gloomily contemplating the likelihood of another month or two spent in physical therapy, lifting weights with the rainy Seattle weather outside his window.

A chance to escape the gray rain was only part of the reason hed accepted when his boss, Ren Colter, phoned with an offer of a temporary job as sheriff of Wolf Creek, Montana.

Quinn also decided it was a good opportunity to check out his uncle and cousins without them knowing he was doing so.

He was eighteen years old when hed discovered he had an uncle, John McCloud, who lived and ranched near Wolf Creek. That was the year Quinn went to court and gained permission to open his adoption file. Hed never gotten along with his mothers husband, whod legally adopted him when he was a baby. In fact, Quinn had left home in Texas at sixteen and taken a job on a ranch in New Mexico. At eighteen, before joining the military, he wanted to learn his biological fathers nameSean McCloudso he could legally change his own surname to match.

It was several years later, though, before he had time to browse the Internet and locate information on his fathers family.

But he doubted John McCloud knew he existed. His mother hadnt married Sean McCloud and Quinn was born after his father died. Quinn was born in a small town in Texas while Sean died at a rodeo in Mexico. Even if his uncle knew his brother had impregnated a young woman, Quinn doubted there was any way to trace either his mother or himself.

Hed never felt any urgency to visit Wolf Creek and introduce himself. He had no brothers or sisters and the connection between him and his mother was thin, with the occasional phone call every few years. She hadnt been the least bit maternal. Quinn didnt spend time thinking about it, but if asked, would probably shrug off the concept of family. Hed never had one. And logically speaking, his observations told him the obligations far outweighed the benefits.

It was a measure of his boredom at being sidelined in rainy Seattle that hed decided the opportunity to fill in for the sheriff might also be a good time to check out the McClouds.

So here he was, he thought, quickly assessing the comfortable living room. There was a small utility kitchen at one end of the room and he carried Buddys bag of dog food there, dropping it on the floor by the counter.

The Lab whined, nosing the bag and looking hopefully up at Quinn.

All right, all right. I guess you deserve a treat after being cooped up in the truck for two long days. He ruffled the dogs silky ears.

It only took moments to fill a bowl with food and set it on the floor. Buddy promptly buried his nose in the bowl, tail wagging with enthusiasm.

Quinn took a glass from the cupboard and filled it from the tap, drinking water while looking out the window. The back door of the Foster house opened and Abigail stepped out. His gaze followed the lift of her arms as she shook out a small rug, the move stretching her red sweater snug across the curve of her breasts. She gave the rug a last shake, tossed it over one arm, and disappeared inside the house once more.

Oh, yeah, he thought with a smile of anticipation. Living across the lawn from Abigail Foster held definite possibilities.





Chapter Two

That evening, Abigail left her aunts watching the ten oclock news in the living room and headed upstairs. Her bedroom was at the back of the house, with tall sashed windows overlooking the back lawn, the flower beds, the big oak tree in the far corner, the garage and alley. She glanced out the window; the gravel parking slot was empty and the garage apartment windows were dark.

Annoyed with herself when she realized she was curious to see if Quinn had returned from his outing, she purposely turned her back on the view. Collecting pajamas from the old-fashioned cherrywood dresser that matched her four-poster bed, she left the bedroom for the bathroom down the hall.

By ten-thirty, Abigail was settled in bed, pillows at her back, reading. This was one of her favorite times of the day. Although she was surrounded by books five days a week, eight hours a day at the library, she relished the quiet hour or two she had each night to read in the comfortable surroundings of her bedroom.

Engrossed in a new historical mystery from one of her favorite authors, she looked up to murmur an absentminded reply when her aunts walked by her door and said good-night. When she reluctantly tucked a bookmark between the pages and set the novel aside, her bedside clock read ten minutes after midnight.

She snapped off the lamp on the nightstand, only then realizing shed forgotten to open the window. Tossing back the covers, she hurried across the braided rug that covered the center of the floor, the polished hardwood cold beneath her bare toes when she stepped off at the edge. As she unlatched the window and pushed it upward, she noticed Quinns silver pickup was again parked next to the garage and the apartment windows glowed with light above.

So hes back, she thought. I wonder where hes been? Surely he wasnt working until midnight on his very first day in town?

The drapes werent drawn over the apartments sliding glass doors. Past the small balcony, she could see into the main living space, a combination of kitchen/dining/living room. Quinns dog ambled into view, followed a moment later by Quinn himself.

He wore only low-slung jeans, his torso bare. He followed the dog into the kitchen, muscles bunching and shifting as he reached to take down a bowl from a cabinet, filled it with water and bent to set it on the floor. Light gleamed over glossy black hair and supple tanned skin.

Abigail stood transfixed, staring at the scene in the apartment across the way. Quinn crossed the living space and moved out of her view. The light flicked off, the square expanse of the sliding glass doors going dark.

A breeze carried a small gust of cold air through the slightly open window and Abigail shivered. She realized she was holding her breath and audibly gasped, drawing in chilly air. Hurrying across the room, she dived back into bed, snuggling beneath the warm covers. Her feet and hands were icy but her heart hammered, her cheeks flushed with heat.

There was something so essentially male about Quinn McCloud. Despite knowing he was most likely far too handsome for his own good, or hers, either, for that matter, she was still drawn to him. She might tell her aunts she wasnt attracted to him, but she couldnt lie to herself.

He was a walking, talking, embodiment of male sex appeal. And she certainly wasnt immune to itwhatever he had, she wanted.

Not intellectually, of course, because any smart woman knew better than to be mesmerized by all that male charm and in-your-face testosterone.

But physically, Abigail bemoaned, she was as susceptible as probably every other woman who met him.

She groaned and rolled over, resolutely closing her eyes. She was determined not to think about that view of Quinn, shirtless, walking through the lamplit rooms of the apartment over her garage. So close. Barely yards awayseparated from her only by the expanse of grassy backyard.

Quinn was only here as a temporary replacement. As soon as a permanent sheriff was chosen, hed leave Wolf Creek. In the meantime, she refused to let him disturb her well-ordered life.

Her vow lasted until seven-thirty the next morning.

Dressed for work but still in her slippers, Abigail was in the kitchen, sipping her second mug of coffee for the day and packing her lunch. She heard the sound of a door closing and looked out the window over the kitchen sink to see Buddy race down the stairs from the apartment and into the backyard. He moved out of sight and she returned to cutting an apple and tucking the slices into a sandwich bag.

When she glanced up again, a smile curved her lips as she watched the big dog gambol like a puppy, nose to the ground as he tunneled through a pile of leaves before he dropped and rolled over and over, scattering them.

Like a child, she thought with amusement.

She turned away to fetch a carton of yogurt from the refrigerator and when she returned to the sink to glance out the window once more, Buddy was gone.

A moment later, however, she heard a scratching sound at the back door, followed by a bark.

When she pulled open the door, she found Buddy sitting on the back step, grinning up at her. Well, hello, there. Would you like to come in?

He wagged his tail and Abigail could have sworn he understood her words.

Well, then She stepped back, holding the door open, and he padded into the porch, waiting politely for her to close the door and return to the kitchen. He followed her, nosing her toes inside her pink slippers, then sniffing the floor at her feet before investigating the perimeters of the kitchen. When he pushed the pantry door open, however, Abigail stopped him.

Oh, no, you dont, not in there. She pulled the door closed and he happily followed her back to the sink.

Have you had breakfast? she asked. His ears perked up, his head tilted to one side and he eyed her with interest.

How about some toast?

He responded by planting his bottom on the floor and panting, seeming to grin at her with approval while his tail swept back and forth over the floor tiles.

Abigail burst out laughing. I cant believe Im carrying on a conversation with a dog. Shaking her head at her own silliness, nevertheless she popped two slices of Elizabeths homemade brown bread in the toaster and took down two plates and the butter.

Five minutes later, toast properly buttered, she tore Buddys piece into quarters and put them on a plate, then bent to set the plate on the floor in front of him.

A knock sounded on the back door. Buddys ears lifted and he gave the plate holding his toast a longing look before he loped to the door.

Given Buddys response, Abigail was certain it must be Quinn who knocked. She opened the door, barely letting her gaze skim over him before glancing down as Buddy nudged past her to greet him. That one quick glance was enough to make her shiver with awareness.

Buddy, what are you doing here? Quinn sounded exasperated but resigned. Im sorry. I should have warned you about him. Hes always curious and thinks every house is his to investigate.

Dont apologize, Abigail said. Hes just being neighborly. In fact she stroked her hand over the silky crown of the dogs head we were just about to have breakfast.

Quinn lifted an eyebrow and eyed her, his mouth curving in a smile loaded with male interest. Really? Whats he eating?

Toast. Made from my aunt Elizabeths excellent, very healthy, homemade brown bread. She refused to react to the heat that warmed her face. She rarely blushed. That Quinn could make her flush with just a look was disconcerting.

Buddy whined and looked up at her. Abigail laughed at his very human expression of appeal.

I think hes telling me hed like to eat it. She looked back at Quinn. Is he allowed to have toast? Should I have asked you first?

He can have toast.

Great. She stepped back and waved the two into the kitchen. Come inhave you had breakfast? Would you like a coffee?

Id kill for coffee, he told her with dead seriousness. I didnt stop at the grocery store last nighthavent had any caffeine this morning. I think Im going through withdrawal.

Let me guess, she said as she crossed to the cabinet and took down a mug. Youre a person who fills the coffeemaker the night before, sets the timer and pouring a mug is the first thing you do after you get up in the morning.

Guilty as charged. How did you guess?

Probably because I recognized the desperation in your voice, she said dryly. And because thats what I do. She turned, steaming mug in hand, and faltered. Quinn leaned his hips against the counter; his dark hair gleamed as if still damp from the shower, his jaw clean shaven. He wore a brown leather bomber jacket over a button-up pale blue shirt. A black leather belt with a silver buckle threaded through the belt loops of Levi jeans and polished black cowboy boots covered his feet.

Abigail drew a breath and forced her feet to move. He pushed away from the counter and met her halfway, taking the hot mug from her. Their fingers brushed, his warm and hard against hers for one brief moment. Then he lifted the mug, sipped and sighed.

His eyes opened and he smiled at her, open, friendly, genuinely appreciative, and she couldnt keep from smiling back. In that moment of camaraderie, Quinn nudged past her defenses and she felt her heart take a direct hit.

In full retreat, she turned on her heel and walked to the sink to collect her own mug. By the time shed filled it, her defenses were shored up once again and she faced him with equanimity.

Would you like some toast with your coffee?

He looked at his watch. Much as Id like to, Im afraid Ive got to take off. Dont want to be late my first day on the job.

Of course. She waved a hand at his attire. No uniform?

Nope.

Im surprisedour last sheriff wanted to wear a sports coat and tie, but the town council refused outright. They insisted he wear the same uniform as the deputies.

Quinns lips quirked. We negotiatedI dont have to wear a uniform and theyre not responsible for replacing any clothing destroyed or damaged in the line of duty.

I see. Abigail thought shed unintentionally asked about a touchy issue. What about a gunare you carrying a county-issued weapon?

Im using my own. He flipped back his coat and she saw the leather shoulder holster with its dull black weapon. You seem familiar with the situationIm guessing you must be a member of the town council?

No. Abigail shook her head. Aunt Elizabeth is.

Ah. He nodded. Good to know. He carried his cup to the sink, rinsed it and placed it upside down on the draining rack. Thanks for the coffee. He gave her another slow grin, walked to the door and pulled it open. Can I give you a lift downtown?

No, thank you, she replied. The library doesnt open until ten.

Then Ill say goodbye. He snapped his fingers at Buddy and the dog loped out the door ahead of him. Have a good day, Abby.

The way he drawled out her name, accompanied by the flash of heat in his eyes when he swept her, head-to-toe, with a slow glance, sent a shiver up her spine.

Goodbye. She didnt add his name, unwilling to call him Quinn and knowing hed argue if she called him Mr. McCloud.

The door closed on his back and Abigail leaned against the counter behind her for support. Once again, her heart was racing too fast and her face felt flushed after talking with him.

She fervently hoped he hadnt noticed. It was one thing for her to know he disturbed her in a very basic, primal way. It was another thing entirely to contemplate him knowing just how he affected her.



An hour later, at precisely twenty minutes before 9:00 a.m., Quinn leaned against the counter in the reception area of the sheriffs office. He cradled a steaming mug of coffee in one hand, relieved that the office break room was stocked with a decent brand. Evidently, the late sheriff had been a coffee lover, too. Outside the big plate-glass window, the occasional pickup or car drove past on Main Street. Directly across the street was the towns Carnegie library with round Greek columns and carved door arches. The early 1900s building wasnt particularly large, but the design gave it the appearance of solid character and permanence.

A woman turned the corner at the end of the block and walked briskly down the sidewalk. Quinn tensed, recognizing Abigail Fosters quick, graceful stride.

The strap of a stylish, black-and-red backpack was slung over her shoulder. She wore the same slim black slacks hed seen her in at her house earlier, but now her feet were covered with black boots and shed buttoned a bright red jacket over her white shirt. Her hair fell to her shoulders in a glossy sable mane, curving under to brush against the shoulders of the red jacket. Quinn knew she wore gold hoop earringshed noticed earlier when they gleamed against the darkness of her hair, drawing attention to the delicate, feminine curve of her ears.

And she was dead wrong, Quinn thought, if she believed the plain white, long-sleeved shirt, buttoned up the front to just below her collarbones, was utilitarian and businesslike. As he watched her sip coffee earlier this morning, his fingers had itched to slip the buttons free and slide the shirt from her shoulders. Hed be willing to bet that the full curve of her breasts under the plain white cotton was all Abby, with no padding added.

Do you want to read the report on the break-in last night before I officially file it, Quinn? Just in case you want to add anything?

Deputy Karl Andersens question interrupted Quinns absorbed study of Abigail.

Sure. Quinn forced his attention away from Abigail Foster.

The deputy left his desk in the corner and walked to the counter, sliding the paper-clipped sheets across the Formica surface to Quinn.

Quinn glanced out the window once again, distracted by the sway of Abbys hips as she climbed the steps to the library entrance. She paused to unlock the double doors before she pulled one open and disappeared inside.

Karl glanced at the big clock mounted on the wall behind the counter. There goes Abigail. You can set your watch by herunlocks the doors by a quarter to nine every morning, locks them up again at ten minutes after five, Monday through Friday.

What about Saturday? Quinn asked, idly making conversation while he contemplated the feminine curves under plain black slacks and white shirt. Why he found her so compelling was a mystery since he doubted Abby purposely dressed to gain male attention. Nevertheless, she was irresistible.

The librarys only open from noon to four on Saturday, Karl said. The library board has volunteers that work on the weekend, but I hear Abigails usually there, too.

Interesting lady, Quinn murmured.

Who, Abigail? Karl sounded surprised.

His attention caught, Quinn looked at the deputy. You dont think so?

Well, shes pretty enough, Karl agreed. But shes about the stubbornest woman Ive ever knownnot to mention too damned smart. Her and those great-aunts of hers are downright scary.

Is that right? Quinn asked, encouraging the deputy to continue talking.

Oh, yeah. Karl nodded with conviction. Abigail and I were in the same class from kindergarten through high school. She was valedictorian at graduation and went off to college on a full scholarshipI heard she graduated magna cum laude. I never thought shed come back to Wolf Creekfigured shed go off to a big city somewhere, maybe end up president of a corporation someday. But she came home and here shes stayed.

And she took over running the library when her aunt retired?

Yeah. She always did love that place. Karl shook his head. And she seems set on being married to it, just like her aunt Elizabeth. Folks in the county pretty much figure shell end up like her two great-aunts, with no husband and no kids. Dont get me wrong, he added hastily. Shes a great person. Theres nobody whos quicker to offer help if a neighbor needs anything. Karl shook his head. No question about it, Abigails a good woman, but shes too damned intimidating for the men in Wolf Creek. Cant imagine anyone brave enough, or smart enough, to go toe-to-toe with Abigail Foster and win.

Quinn laughed out loud. She doesnt look like she could shoot a man down at twenty paces.

Ha. Karls voice held conviction. Just try making a pass at her. Youll find out soon enough. She doesnt need a gunshe can strip hide off a man with her tongue.

Huh. Sounds like quite a challenge, Quinn commented, picking up the report. He wasnt convinced Karls analysis of Abby and her great-aunts was accurate. Granted, he was new to town and Karl had lived here all his life. But sometimes familiarity didnt necessarily equal understanding. Until he spent more time with Abby, hed reserve judgment. And spending time with Abby was looking more and more interesting, he thought with amusement.

Do you have any guesses as to whos behind the breaking and entering last night? he said aloud, skimming the deputys case notes.

Not a clue. Karl frowned, running his hand over his military buzz cut hair. Probably a bunch of kids with too much time on their hands and a couple cans of beer to make them brave.

Quinn looked up. Does that happen often in Wolf Creek?

Often enough. Karl shrugged. You know what teenagers are like. I remember painting the towns water tower pink and green when I was fifteen.

Girl colors, Quinn said with a grin.

Yeah, we couldnt find any black. Karls answering grin was rueful. A skull-and-crossbones painted in green and pink didnt make the statement of rebellion we were aiming for.

Im guessing you were caught?

Oh, yeah. Our dads made us repaint the whole tower. And we had to buy the white paint, too. I worked half the summer, stacking hay bales on the McCloud Ranch, to earn enough money to pay for the paint.

It was a perfect opening to ask the talkative deputy about the McCloud family, but Quinn let the subject drop. He was scheduled to be in Wolf Creek for weeks, maybe longer, hed have plenty of time to learn more about the McClouds.

And the lovely Abigail Foster.
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