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“What we need is a white knight.” Lillian Johnson looked up toward the big house, worry creasing her forehead above the rims of her glasses. She stood stiffly at the nose of her Volvo, slender shoulders set as if to take a blow, the summer evening breeze just teasing the ends of silver hair cut in a sleek pageboy. In her blouse with the Peter Pan collar and pleated skirt, she looked like a librarian about to be set upon by a mob of book-burning fanatics.

The sidewalk in front of the house was crowded with unhappy people, neighbors who were not inclined to feel neighborly toward the new folks on the block. Many were holding hand-lettered signs aloft. No Delinquents! Runaways Go Home! Citizens for Family Neighborhoods. A news crew from the local television station was capturing the action on videotape.

Lynn Shaw frowned as a breeze caught at strands of her long black hair and whipped them across her face. She raked them back with one hand, green eyes fixed on the crowd. “There’s no such thing as white knights.” She leaned down into the trunk of her middle-aged Buick and emerged with a box of kitchen utensils cradled in her arms. “Besides, I’ll be damned if I’m waiting around for some man to come and save me.”

Leaving her friend and employer behind, she stepped up onto the boulevard and started toward the house with a determined stride. She was a counselor, after all. She knew how to handle people. She had the skills to defuse the situation—provided she didn’t lose her temper. Of course, there was an ever-present danger of her losing her temper these days.

The relocation of Horizon House should have been simple. Call a moving van, pack a few boxes, change the letterhead on the stationery. The home had been in its former location for three years without incident. Lynn doubted if most of the citizens of Rochester, Minnesota, had had any idea it existed until the building that housed Horizon’s residents had been scheduled for demolition to make room for a new hotel. And the Horizon staff might have pulled off the move to this nondescript house with the neighbors going on in self-absorbed, quiet bliss if it hadn’t been for one pompous, ill-informed, obnoxious man.

“We don’t want you here!”

He materialized in front of Lynn as if her thoughts had conjured him up. Elliot Graham. A man who looked so normal, so ordinary, he might have been a mailman or a dermatologist. He stood before her, a man of average height, average build, average brown hair neatly combed. His face was an average face, unremarkable in every way except one—he had the eyes of a fanatic.

He looked self-important and self-righteous in his charcoal slacks, white shirt, burgundy tie. The epitome of the well-dressed protestor. Lynn caught a whiff of woodsy aftershave and knew instantly who had called the news crew. They were too late for the six o’clock news, but Elliot would look just as spiffy at ten. She, on the other hand, would look like a street person in her old jeans and faded T-shirt.

She closed her eyes briefly against the warning flash of pain in her right temple. As she opened them again a cameraman stepped into her line of vision, a minion behind him raising a blinding white spotlight on a long pole. Lynn flinched from the light as a reporter stepped up to her, microphone in hand.

“What do you have to say about community resentment against this move?”

“We don’t want this institution in our neighborhood,” Elliot Graham said emphatically, butting in front of Lynn.

“St. Stephen’s Church has graciously donated the use of this house to Horizon, Mr. Graham,” Lynn said, edging her way back in front of him, her hold on her temper slipping as the pain level of her headache escalated. “We intend to move in with or without your permission.”

“We’ll see about that.”

The look on Graham’s face was entirely too smug, too confident. He had an ace in the hole. Lynn braced herself mentally as she waited for him to produce it. Graham’s teenage son, a budding right-wing extremist in an outfit that nearly matched his father’s, stepped up and handed Graham a manila file folder from which he produced a sheaf of papers.

“Citizens for Family Neighborhoods has circulated a petition against relocating Horizon House to this property. I intend to present it to Father Bartholomew tomorrow morning. A copy will also be delivered to the bishop in Winona. We have over eight hundred signatures.…”

The rest of his soliloquy about quality of life and moral standards was lost on Lynn as she fought to contain her anger. Citizens for Family Neighborhoods. Good God-fearing people just trying to do what was right. She wanted to rail at them, shake them, somehow make them see that what they were doing wasn’t right at all. They had no reason to fear the residents of Horizon House. Her girls weren’t hardened criminals. They were just kids who needed a break, kids who needed love and understanding and acceptance.

It was clear they wouldn’t find acceptance in this neighborhood, thanks to Elliot Graham and his band of vigilantes. After all the furor about their move, Lynn doubted they would find acceptance anyplace in Rochester. And there was nothing she could do about it. Nothing she could say would change their minds. In her experience, the voice of reason and truth was seldom heard above the shouts of alarmists. Her sense of impotence lodged like a hot rock behind her breastbone and her counseling skills deserted her altogether as her emotions rushed to the fore.

“You talk a good game about morals, Mr. Graham, but you don’t seem to know the first thing about kindness or charity,” she snapped, the tide of passion and pain rising together and bringing a sheen of tears to blur her vision. “Do you know what you are, Mr. Graham? You’re nothing but a petty, pompous—”

The news crew turned abruptly away. With the absence of light came the easing of the sword of pain, replaced by blessed cool relief. She almost collapsed as rigid muscles relaxed automatically, but her indignation held her upright. She might have finished telling Elliot Graham what she thought of him, but he had whirled away from her. Irritation pulled her brows low over her eyes. The jerk didn’t even have the decency to pay attention while she told him off!

She turned to see what had so captured everyone’s attention and was immediately struck in the face once again with the death strobe. Then someone stepped in front of it, blocking the worst of the light—a tall man dressed in white. The light glowed in a golden halo around his head and illuminated a pair of shoulders that belonged on a lumberjack. The effect was reminiscent of the way Hollywood portrayed holy visions. Lynn half expected to see Christ himself walk out of that aura, or Lillian’s mythical white knight, Galahad come to rescue them. Fat chance.

The light shifted, coming around to illuminate his face as the news crew adjusted their positions, dancing around him like fawning spaniels. Lynn’s heart did an involuntary little jump in her chest. Galahad, indeed.

State Senator Erik Gunther. Golden boy of the Democrats. Thirty-three and charming, destined for greatness, according to the media. Lynn fought a wry smile as she took in the movie-star looks of Senator Gunther, ignoring her body’s physical responses to the man with the ease of long practice. She didn’t have time for relationships, and she certainly had more sense than to go looking for one with a politician.

Erik Gunther might have been easy to look at, with his strong square face and dreamy blue eyes, and his boyish smile might have been enough to win the vote of every female in his district, but looks didn’t make the politician. What made men like Erik Gunther was a thirst for power, a hunger for success, a drive and ambition that left room for little else. No, even if she had been interested—and she wasn’t—she wouldn’t have touched Erik Gunther with a ten-foot pole. She had endured enough strained and broken relationships to last her a lifetime. No sense going hunting for one.

That he wasn’t here looking for a date was a cinch, anyway. He was here to get himself a cameo spot on the late news. Lynn conceded that he had a record for backing causes, but she knew how that worked. The depth of a politician’s caring was in direct proportion to the amount of good it would do his image. If she was lucky, Senator Gunther would see Horizon House as being worthy of his attention long enough for her and the girls to become entrenched in this neighborhood and prove the Elliot Grahams of the town wrong.

The television reporter planted himself in front of Gunther and thrust a microphone under his nose. “Senator Gunther, can you tell us how you became involved in the dispute between Citizens for Family Neighborhoods and Horizon House?”

Lynn watched as Gunther flashed the smile that launched ten thousand ballots. The electricity that flowed out of him hit her with a jolt that almost knocked her off her feet. He was standing not more than a yard away, looking right at her, the blue of his eyes almost startling, the compassion in his expression so real she almost believed it. Amazed, she felt herself drawn to him as if he were magnetic. She had taken a step toward him before she even realized it. She pulled herself up abruptly and gave herself a mental shake. Get ahold of yourself, Lynn. He’s just a man.

“I’m always interested when people are unjustly denied basic human rights such as housing,” he said, his voice a husky baritone that somehow made him seem more like one of the people than a polished public speaker who was groomed and trained for the job.

“Then you’re taking a stand against Citizens for Family Neighborhoods?”

Another smile. This one was soft, with just the perfect touch of hurt feelings. “No one is more in favor of family neighborhoods than I am.”

Nice bit of fence-straddling there, Lynn thought.

“But I feel that in today’s world, with one out of two marriages ending in divorce, we need to broaden our idea of what a family is. We need to look at our communities and neighborhoods as families, families that welcome new members instead of shutting them out because of prejudices.”

Even Elliot Graham seemed impressed by Gunther’s eloquence. Graham’s righteous bluster deflated like a stuck balloon. He seemed to shrink a little. Gunther had stolen his thunder and his moment on the news. He tucked his petition away in its folder and handed it back to his son. Graham Junior flashed Lynn a petulant look as if it were her fault Gunther had come to take up the gauntlet.

Lynn dismissed the boy as she scanned the crowd. The level of tension that had been building to a head as she had faced off with Graham had been cut by more than half. Whether it was the senator’s words or his stunning physical presence that had done the trick, she wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. He had effectively done what she, with her many credits in psychology and counseling, had failed to do.

As her migraine took a firmer hold behind her eye, Lynn felt a stab of resentment toward Gunther. This was her fight. She should have been the one making the touching statements. Instead, she’d been upstaged by a golden boy and her own temper. It was the story of her life.

Gunther stepped toward her, lifted the box of kitchen utensils out of her hands, and tucked it under one arm like a football. The spotlight hit Lynn in the face again and she flinched away from it, leaning into the senator as if she were seeking shelter and solace in the bulwark of his strength and humanitarianism. He gave her a conciliatory pat on the shoulder.

“We need to care about the youth of our nation,” he said. “We need to reach out to those in trouble, not push them away. This young lady here needs our support.”

Lynn’s head snapped up. Young lady? He thought she was one of the residents! Her jaw dropped and another burst of irrational anger surged through her. He thought she was a teenager! She had been blithely discounting his prospects as a significant other while he had been looking at her and thinking she needed parental guidance!

He ended his statement with a promise to do all he could to help Horizon House. The press people thanked him and dashed off to get their stories ready in time to make deadline. The crowd of neighbors began to disperse, many heading for their homes as the streetlights began to blink on and others mingling on the lawn, chatting as the mood eased.

Erik took a deep breath and sighed, rolling his big shoulders as he took a step back from the little raven-haired beauty who was still staring up at him with a slack jaw. Teenage girls. Brother! He wouldn’t have gone back to puberty for all the Twinkies in Minnesota.

He handed her her box back and flicked his thumb over a smudge of dirt on her cheek. “I know you meant well, sweetheart, but you really ought to leave Mr. Graham to the directors of the house.”

She made a little strangled sound in her throat and went on staring at him, one hand clutching the box to her, the other rubbing furiously at a spot above her right eye. She was a cute little thing—maybe five-six with a wealth of black hair, bangs hanging in trendy disarray above jewel-green eyes and an impudent little nose. She choked and sputtered at him, and Erik took a cautious step toward her, concern seeping in around the edges of his appreciation for her looks.

His brows pulled together and he reached a hand toward her. “Are you all right?” Maybe she was going into a seizure or something, he thought, his heart leaping to somewhere in the vicinity of his Adam’s apple. Great. The girl was having an attack just looking at him. Wonderful. He hadn’t felt this special since Phoebe Heinrichs had screamed out her love for him at the National Honor Society banquet in 1976.

“Teenagers …” he said in a low growl as he glanced around frantically for someone who looked like a supervisor.

Two gray-haired ladies came rushing toward them from the house. A wide one wearing a Vikings jersey and sporting a face like a bulldog led the way like a blocking back, elbowing people out of their path. She was followed by a tall, slender woman who wore the unmistakable aura of a Mayo Clinic doctor’s wife. Erik had met scores of them at the innumerable charity luncheons women and politicians attended in Rochester. Had he been a betting man, he would have put a fiver on her being the one who had started rattling cages in the state capital.

“Ladies.” He flashed them a weak smile as he took the girl by the arm and started to usher her into their care. He’d done his duty for the night, publicly taking up the fight for Horizon House and getting himself a prime spot on the ten o’clock news. All he wanted now was a clean getaway, a steak, and a cold beer.

The girl jerked her arm free of his grasp, upending her box of kitchen paraphernalia. Spatulas clattered on the sidewalk. A collection of measuring cups bounced and rolled away into the grass. Erik turned and stared at her, truly horrified, waiting for her head to spin around on her shoulders.

“I am not a teenager,” she said through tightly gritted teeth. “I am not a resident of Horizon House. I am the counselor of Horizon House.”

He had the grace to look embarrassed. Even in the waning light of dusk, Lynn could see the rise of color across his perfect cheekbones.

“Oh … boy …” he said on a long, pained sigh.

He raised his hands as if surrendering to a thief and gave her a little smile full of contrition and charm. Lynn steeled herself against its full effect, yet still felt a part of her soften toward him. It only made her angrier. No one had a right to that much charisma.

“I’m sorry.” He gave a shrug, looking bewildered as he took in her outfit of jeans and tattered old Notre Dame T-shirt. “I guess you don’t exactly look like my idea of a counselor.”

Lynn drew herself up to her full height and gave him the best Ice Princess look she could muster, considering her state of dishabille. “Well, we’re even, then,” she said, casting a scathing glance from the white polo shirt that spanned his broad shoulders to the pale khaki chinos that hugged his slender waist, then to the Top-Siders on his feet. “You don’t exactly look like my idea of a state senator, either.”

Erik couldn’t help but grin. She was feisty; he had to give her that. Considering the tenuous position of Horizon House, he’d expected her to beg for his help. He was in a position of power, and the people who flocked around him tended to be obsequious as a rule. It was a rule he had never liked. His job was to serve the people, not the other way around. But he got the distinct impression this lady didn’t kowtow to anybody.

“You’ve got me there,” he said. “I came straight from the golf course.”

Lynn’s mouth bowed into a saccharine smile. “You’ve had a good day, then, Senator? A few rounds on the links, drinks in the clubhouse, cap it off with a little publicity. How nice for you.”

“Lynn, heel,” Martha Steinbeck commanded with a warning glare. She jammed her hands where her waist would have been had she not been as wide as she was tall. Martha was sixty-five and formidable looking, with shocking red lipstick and hair the color of steel wool. “Don’t pay any attention to her, Senator Gunther,” she said dryly. “She had a traumatic experience with a politician as a child. It warped her.”

“What happened?” he asked. His eyes, sparkling with amusement, locked on Lynn’s. “She bit his hand and tasted blood?”

Lynn fought a grin without success. She didn’t want to like Erik Gunther, but he was charming her just the same. Most men in his position would have been affronted by her lack of humility. Not this one. There was an unmistakable light of challenge in his eyes behind all that good humor. He was daring her to not like him, telling her he would win her over whether she wanted him to or not. “No,” she said. “I bit his hand and tasted … something else.”

Erik laughed. “I’ve been in politics long enough to know it’s entirely possible. I’m a bona fide Type A, myself.”

“That remains to be seen, doesn’t it?”

He tipped his head. “Touché, counselor. I’d hate to go up against you in a debate. If you could keep that temper in check, you’d probably rip me to shreds.”

“I’m sorry, Senator. These days I’m afraid my temper is running on a real lean mix. It doesn’t take much to touch it off.” Lynn held her hand out to him in greeting and apology. “Lynn Shaw, twenty-nine, BA from the University of Minnesota. Care to check my driver’s license?”

“I thought you’d say Notre Dame,” he said, nodding toward the peeling gold letters on the front of her T-shirt.

“Souvenir from a past life.”

Erik didn’t pursue it. It seemed a harmless topic to him, but he’d seen the shutters come down on those emerald-green eyes. He had somehow managed to step over a boundary line. Intriguing lady, Miss Lynn Shaw, he thought, noting the absence of rings on her left hand. A counselor with a temper and secrets in her eyes.

He shook her hand the way he would have a colleague’s hand, but he held hers just a moment longer, just to see how she would react. She didn’t like it. He could feel her tension. She wanted to pull away, but she met his gaze and held firm. He added brave and stubborn to the list of adjectives that described her.

“It’s nice to meet you, Miss Shaw,” he said, releasing her.

“And you, Senator.” Lynn broke eye contact with him, not at all comfortable with what she saw in his gaze. He was trying to read her and having too much success. “These ladies are Horizon House’s founders and directors,” she said, motioning to her bosses. “Martha Steinbeck and Lillian Johnson.”

“Ladies,” he murmured with a polite nod.

“I’m afraid you’re not catching any of us at our best,” Martha said. “Except Lillian. She always looks that way. Doctor’s-wife syndrome.”

Lillian shot her a look, then turned back to Erik: “On behalf of all of us, Senator Gunther, I want to thank you for coming to our aid.”

“That’s what you elected me for.”

“Not me,” Lynn said with a cheeky grin. “I voted for Milner.”

Erik lifted a brow in sardonic amusement. “Figures.”

He wanted to ask her where Mick Milner was now in her hour of need, but the question was forestalled as Elliot Graham walked up to the group.

“I feel it’s only fair to warn you, Senator,” he said, his face grave, his gaze locked on Erik, as if the Senator were now in charge of Horizon House. Graham’s son stood beside him, arms loaded with leaflets, brows pulled low in an expression that seemed more angry than somber. The kid was maybe sixteen, gangly and on the scrawny side, Lynn noted. He had nicked his chin in two places, shaving duck fuzz. “As chairman of Citizens for Family Neighborhoods,” the elder Graham went on, “I fully intend to proceed with these petitions.”

Erik tucked his hands in his pockets and smiled benignly. “You do whatever you feel is right, Mr. Graham.”

“It’s easy for you to come in here and plead their case, Senator,” Graham pointed out. “This isn’t your neighborhood.”

“It wouldn’t make any difference if it were.”

One corner of Graham’s mouth flicked upward. “Have you met the residents of Horizon House yet, Senator?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Meet them. Then tell me you wouldn’t mind having their kind living across the street from your family.”

Lynn bristled, coming to the defense of her girls like a mother tiger for her cubs. “Just what do you mean, ‘their kind’?”

Graham turned to her, looking down his nose at her with unmistakable disdain. “I think you know exactly what I mean, Miss Shaw.”

She took a step toward him, her gaze locked on his face. She wanted him to say it, to put a name to what he thought of girls who had made mistakes with their lives. She wanted him to say it so she could feel justified in slapping that holier-than-thou look off his face. But it wasn’t Elliot Graham who cooperated. It was his son.

“Sluts.”

The word was barely spoken aloud, just a whisper of sound, but it brought Lynn up short. The venom in it shocked her. Young Graham’s cheeks colored as all eyes turned toward him. His father wheeled on him with a furious look.

“E.J.!” he barked.

The boy gaped at him. “But, Dad—”

“We’re going home,” Graham said in a tight, low voice that boded ill for his son. He grabbed the boy by one arm and steered him roughly toward the sidewalk.

An itchy silence descended on the group as they stood watching the Grahams hustle across the street.

“My God,” Lillian muttered, her voice laced with disgust.

Martha just shook her head.

Erik was more interested in watching Lynn than the Grahams. The boy’s remark had upset her in a way that seemed out of proportion to the situation. The color her temper had brought to her face had washed out, leaving her pale. She covered it admirably by rubbing her forehead as if to shield her eyes, then made an acerbic comment to divert attention from herself.

“I’ll bet he has to do extra pages in his Hitler Youth workbook tonight.”

“Are you all right?”

Her head jerked up and she stared at him as if he’d just asked her how she liked her sex. “I’m fine,” she said too quickly. “I have a little headache. It’s nothing.”

Martha rolled her eyes. “Like being hit with a sledgehammer is nothing.”

“I’m fine,” Lynn repeated in a tone that declared the subject closed.

She’d lived with migraines for twenty years. She knew the routine by now. This one hadn’t decided whether it would stay or not. If she got some medication into her system quickly enough, she would be all right. If she didn’t, she would be violently ill and unable to function for a few hours. Either way, she didn’t much care for Erik Gunther to know about her problem. She didn’t want him getting any closer than an emotional arm’s length away. He was here for his own reasons, and when he left he wouldn’t be taking any part of her with him.

“Thank you again for dropping by, Senator,” she said, kneeling to gather up the utensils. The quicker they gave Gunther enough praise to bask in and allowed him to make his obligatory promises, the quicker he’d be gone. The quicker he was gone, the quicker she would be safe from those all-seeing blue eyes of his. “We appreciate whatever support you can give us.”

“I’ll help any way I can,” Erik said.

He dropped to one knee on the cracked pavement and reached for a spaghetti spoon, his fingers brushing over Lynn’s as she drew her hand away. She gave him a good poker face, but her eyes betrayed her. They watched him with a kind of caution in their depths that only served to intrigue him more. The lady was trying to give him the brush-off. She was in retreat mode. And yet there was the faint, but unmistakable, crackle of attraction in the air between them. The contradiction was irresistible to him.

A slow smile spread across his face. You’re not getting rid of me yet, Miss Shaw. He lifted the spoon and tapped it against his chest. “I live to serve.”

Her eyes watchful, she reached out for the spoon and snatched it away when he offered it, like a wild creature venturing near enough to accept a treat but not near enough to be touched. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Maybe we could discuss it in more detail. Say, over dinner?”

Lynn shook her head. “I don’t think—”

“Great idea, Senator!” Martha bellowed, ignoring the murderous glare Lynn shot her. “The Mongolian beef is on the way. We can all sit down and have a chat.”

“Maybe the senator doesn’t like Mongolian beef,” Lynn said tightly.

“The senator would eat an old boot with catsup right about now.” Erik pushed himself to his feet and held a hand out for Lynn. “How about it, counselor? Break fortune cookies with me?”

Lynn arched a brow. “Do I have a choice?”

“Do you really want one?” he challenged softly.

Martha and Lillian had already started for the house. No witnesses. Not that they had been any help while they’d been standing there, Lynn thought. They had seemed impervious to the undercurrents, to the subtle ritual of male advance and female retreat that had been going on right in front of them.

She looked up at Erik Gunther, Lillian’s white knight, and wondered just how tarnished that armor of his might be underneath that beautiful facade. He had a spotless record, but she was too worldly-wise to go by that. Politics was a game of favor-trading. Just what favors would Senator Gunther expect for helping her? She didn’t want to find out, but the truth was, she needed his help more than she needed to be rid of him. The old adage about politics making strange bedfellows drifted through her mind, and Lynn pushed it aside, ignoring both the image it conjured and the unwelcome wash of heat that came with it.

Disregarding Erik’s hand, she rose, clutching her kitchen utensils to her chest. “I guess I’ll take my chances, Senator.”

He gave her a slow smile that seemed wise and warm, as if he alone held the answer to one of life’s great secrets, and Lynn felt her heart roll over in her chest like a trick poodle as he said, “I guess we both will, Counselor Shaw.”
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“So, where are your residents?” Erik asked as he set his plate aside. He addressed the question to no one in particular, but his gaze fell on Lynn.

They sat at opposite ends of the coffee table in matching country-blue overstuffed chairs. Lynn picked at a grain of rice on her plate, fighting the urge to rub her head. The medication she had taken was keeping her migraine in check, but Erik Gunther’s presence kept it from disappearing altogether. The knot of pain throbbed dully above her eye. The sexual tension in the room seemed a palpable thing to her, but Lillian and Martha, ensconced on the sofa together, seemed oblivious to it.

“They’re back at the other house,” Martha said, scanning the contents of the small white boxes on the coffee table. She selected snow peas and mushrooms and deposited a heap of it on her plate.

Erik lifted a brow, his gaze still on Lynn, as if he thought he might will her to speak to him. “Unsupervised? Is that wise?”

Graham’s remark about “their kind” was still too fresh in Lynn’s mind for her not to react. She straightened a little in her chair and gave him a cool look. “Horizon House is a home, Senator, not a prison. We don’t keep the girls under watch twenty-four hours a day.”

He didn’t flinch. His gaze remained steady, warm, searching, curious, trying to find a way beneath her armor even while he kept the conversation to the topic at hand. “I think with all the controversy you’re generating it might be prudent to make an exception to that rule. Purely precautionary, you know.”

“Cover our tails?” Lynn said dryly.

He smiled that soft little secretive smile that hinted at amusement and wisdom. “So to speak. Imagine what might happen if some of Graham’s demonstrators decided to set up a picket line outside the other house. It could be a very unpleasant situation for your girls and a potential public relations nightmare for the home.”

“Well, no one would know more about looking good to the public than a politician.”

“Senator Gunther makes an excellent point, Lynn,” Lillian said with a note of censure in her voice. “It’s important for the girls to know we trust them, but the stakes are too high for us to take chances right now.”

The argument was logical and practical. Lynn probably would have made it herself if Erik Gunther hadn’t come up with it first. She simply didn’t like having him intrude on her territory—not in the physical sense, not in the psychological sense. She was tired and frustrated and in pain, and every feminine warning system she had was on red alert. The combination tended to make her snappish.

She could feel Gunther’s eyes on her, looking for things she didn’t want to reveal, and her instinctive response was to run. But she wouldn’t do that. She had spent enough of her life running to know it never solved anything. Besides, the watchfulness of the senator’s gaze reminded her too much of a wolf. She had the unnerving feeling that if she ran he would automatically give chase.

“Lillian will be taking me back to the other house,” Martha said calmly. “I’ll be staying the night there while Lynn keeps watch over our stuff here. I think the girls will be all right until after I’ve finished my tea.”

Erik nodded. “You’re probably right, Mrs. Steinbeck. Graham’s people didn’t seem too fired up when they left here.”

“Thanks to you, Senator.” She lifted her teacup in salute. “And call me Martha. I haven’t been Mrs. Steinbeck in such a long time I probably won’t answer to it.”

“All right, Martha.” Erik nodded. “And I’d like it if you would all call me Erik. I’m not much for standing on ceremony with friends.”

Lillian and Martha beamed smiles at him. Lynn watched him, her gaze steady and slightly wary, like a she-wolf who was too intelligent to turn down his help but was not about to drop her guard and let him get too near. Erik wondered where she had come by that much caution, wondered if it was politicians in general she didn’t trust or him in particular.

“What do you think our chances are for staying here, Erik?” Lillian asked.

Tearing his thoughts and
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