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hapler 1

Thunder roared overhead and startled Dana Cummings as she
drove her Taurus into the long driveway of Aunt Lucille's old
Victorian home.

Sheet lightning arched through the clouds surrounding the
mountain town of Macon, Wyoming. Danaheld back avehement
curseasahard gust sammed against the car. Trepidation tightened
her arm and leg muscles. Wind had buffeted her vehicle for the
last few miles. Towering thunderheads gathered overhead,
deepening to purple and black mixed with green.

“Not exactly an appetizing sight.”

Good thing no one had accompanied her on this road trip.
They would think she’d lost every brain cell in her possession.
Whenever something unpleasant threatened, like atooth extraction
or an impending visit to the Motor Vehicle Department, Dana
broke into self-chatter that had others looking askance at her.

Shetook afirmer grip on the steering wheel aswind tried to
shove the car to one side of the dirt driveway. Muttering another
choice obscenity, she snail-crawled the car up to the house.
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Tall ponderosapinessurrounded the home, guarding thebuilding
like towering sentinels. “ Perfect atmosphere for ahaunting.”

Static sizzled over the radio. “Well, folks,” the announcer
said, “ ThisisCharlieat WKNR and the big one seemsto be hitting
usright now. Conditions are ripe for atornado. Please stay tuned
to this station for more information. Keep your eyes on the skies
with WKNR.”

“Lovely.” Danasighed. “Figures. Perfect. Just perfect.”

Lightning illuminated the darkening sky, and thunder crashed.

Danawinced. “Whoa.”

Her reaction seemed to introduce the storm’s opening fury.
Clouds burst, sending horizontal rain slashing across the
windshield. Nothing likeagood old fashioned frog-strangler storm
inAugust.

The DJ came on again. “Received a—"

Static broke his voice.

“Too many calls at present. Just keep tuned for updates. If
you hear—"

Static obscured the man’s voice.

Turning the dial, she looked for another radio station and
received nothing but white noise.

“Probably isn’'t another station in thisitsy bitsy town.” She
glanced at the house and noted the windows were dark. Aunt
Lucille had said she’d be home, but there was no sign of her
station wagon.

Instead, the place looked scary and empty. Like something
she'd write about.

Think you could settle in Macon long enough to find more
inspiration for another horror novel ? Like Stephen King, you could
start writing most of your novels set in a particular state like
Wyoming. The Macon Horror. Yeah, that’s it. No. The Macon
Demon. The Macon Menace. Ugh. How completely unoriginal
and banal.
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“Fat chancein hell.”

So much for vacation optimism.

Aunt Lucillehad moved into the Victorian house three months
ago and had heard strange noises emanating from the basement.
Weird and crazy sounds.

Dana hadn’t known whether to believe her aunt or not, and
that had precipitated thistrip as much as other annoying factors.

Of course, if Aunt Lucille did have a ghost in her house, it
might spark someintriguing ideas for the novel Dana had started
a couple months back. Maybe. Hopefully.

What more could she ask for?

A good tumble with a gorgeous man.

“Shut up,” she said to her subconscious.

Dana turned off the ignition and the Taurus sputtered,
then died.

Patting the dashboard, she smiled grimly. “1 hopeto youwere
just coughing bugs out of the grill, Bertha.”

Asthe unrelenting storm pounded the car, Dana decided she
would make a mad dash for the front door. She scrambled out of
the car. Rain soaked through her short denim jacket and T-shirt.
Lightning rammed across the sky. She flinched asthunder rattled
her nerves.

Good. She'd made it to the porch intact. Sighing in relief,
she grasped the gold ring suspended on a chain around her neck.
She fingered her father’s gold college ring and looked into the
dull blue glass facets. How many times had she touched this
jewelry and polished it for luck like asuperstitious person rubbed
abald man’s head?

As she shook water out of her hair, she rang the doorbell.
Several moments passed. Lucille didn't answer. Dana tried
knocking on the door and ringing the doorbell again. Nothing.
She shivered. Right now a hot tub and a steaming cup of green
tea sounded great.
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“A hot tub, a cup of tea, and asizzling man.”

Now wouldn’t that be a nice combination? She smiled.

Thunder cracked overhead. She put her hands over her ears
and squeezed her eyes shut. Rain slanted onto the porch,
splattering her shoes. She let her hands drop from her ears.

“Oh, God.” Funnel clouds, ripeto create havoc, lowered over
Macon. “Thisisnot good.”

Dana knew what she had to do. Get inside to the basement.
Sheremembered Aunt Lucille kept aspare key hidden inside the
garden shed.

Morerainlanded on her legs and shoes. She had to take shelter.
If atornado came, she couldn’t afford to be caught in the open.

“It'snow or never.”

Sheran down the steps and rounded the | eft side of the house
to the detached garage. To her surprise, Aunt Lucille's garage
door was open about three inches. Yanking it up, Dana rushed
inside the dim interior. Her aunt’s station wagon sat inside.

“What on earth?” Mild panic, supplied by the storm lashing
outside, surged into Dana’s system. “If Lucille's car is here—"

A burst of light and slashing thunder heralded aclose hit that
almost vaulted her out of her shoes. She gave a startled shriek.
Leaving the garage, sherantoward the shed just behind the garage.

She'd gone three steps when a branch ripped from a pine
near her and sailed through the air.

Dana had afew seconds to react. She lunged sideways. Not
good enough. Thelimb caught her acrossthetop of the shoulders
and the back of her head. Pain slammed through her and as she
fell face first onto the wet pine needles, her breath whooshing
out of her in arush. She gasped for air and blackness threatened.
Struggling for oxygen, she managed to suck air into her lungs.
She groaned, reaching for consciousness and the awareness of
rough ground beneath her cheek. Dana sfingersdug into the earth
as she pulled herself up on her hands and knees and shook her
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head to clear the fuzziness. Stumbling to her feet, she staggered
toward the garden shed. She couldn’t afford to pass out now.

Sheyanked open the door and reached inside wherethe light
toggle should be. Flicking the switch up she got—nothing.
Electricity out. Another terrific crash of thunder made her start.
She fumbled around trying to prop the door open. If she couldn’t
see, how would she find the little metal key holder Aunt Lucille
promised to leave inside the door? Touching a metal garden shed
while lightning streaked overhead wasn't exactly agood idea.

Seconds later, she found the key holder and let out a hoot.
“Hot damn!”

She |eft the shed, dammed the door, then ran toward the back
of the house. Aunt Lucille had said the key opened the back door
only. Not only did Dana need to take shelter, but if something had
happened to Aunt Lucille, she had to get inside and help her. Dana
knew she' d never forgive hersdlf if she didn’'t check on her aunt.

Shaking off dire thoughts, she pulled open the screen door
and jammed the key in the lock. For amoment it wouldn’'t go all
the way in and she made an impatient noise. “ Come on, come on,
come on.” She twisted the handle. It wouldn’'t budge. She tried
pulling the key out of the doorknaob. It came out halfway then
stuck. She gavethekey another yank and it did from the doorknob,
and took a healthy chunk of the skin on her index finger along
withit. “Ow!”

Pain lanced through her right hand. Blood seeped from the
side of the offended digit.

“Sheriff’s Department! Hold it right there!”

Another yelp erupted from Dana as her heart slammed into
her throat. She whirled around. “What the....”

A large, mean-looking dude stood several feet away, leveling
agun at her. He held the weapon in his right hand, his left hand
supporting his right wrist. His stance, slightly bent at the knees,
suggested law enforcement. His attire did not.
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Water dripped off the man’s tan baseball cap and straight
into hisjust-bel ow-the-collar length dark hair. Hisred-checkered
flannel shirt over atight, dark T-shirt said lumberjack, and so did
his dlim-fitting jeans and brown boots. With a week’s worth of
beard and mustache on his face and a don’t-mess-with-me
scowl, he looked ready for anything. Including shooting her
where she stood.

Now that she thought about it, she’d been A-number-one
stupid for whirling around like that. He could have gotten trigger-
happy and shot her butt off.

Her hands went up. “Hey, wait a minute—"

“Don’t move.” His words came like bullets fired
without mercy. “What do you think you’ re doing, breaking
into this house?”

Fear did into instant hacked-off and ready to rumble. She'd
about had enough of today. She glared at him. “Trying to get inside
beforel drown. What doesit look like? In case you haven't noticed,
it'sraining like Beelzebub, and it looks like atornado—"

The warning siren went off, wailing over her words. Fright
rocketed through her. Any minute now she' d either be sucked up
by atornado or arrested by thisweird-looking lawman. She could
see the headlines now. Best-selling horror novelist inhaled by
tornado. The body has yet to be found. Or best-selling horror
novelist’s fame cut short by out-of-control policeman in little
Wyoming town.

The so-called lawman uttered a curse and ran toward her.
“Get in the house now!”

“But—"

“Don’t havetimeto argue!” Heran onto the small porch and
stuffed the gun back into ashoulder holster under hislumberjack
flannel. “Get inside!”

“It won't open. That's what | was trying to do when you
showed up and scared me half to death.”



Marshall’s Law 13

Sending her asearing, 1-don’t-give-flying-flip look, hejiggled
the doorknob, then grabbed the key out of her hand when she
held it out to him. He tried jamming the key in the lock. “This
isn’t the right key. Stand back.”

He growled as he took a swift kick at the door and it flew
open, sailing with a tremendous bang against the wall. Before
she could protest, he grabbed her right arm and shoved her inside.
He latched onto her arm again. “ Gotta take shelter.”

“The basement?’

“The basement.”

He tugged her through the utility room and into the living
room. One set of stairs led upstairs, the other down. She went
down the steps ahead of him. On the carpeted stairs she almost
lost her footing and overcorrected as she leaned back.

He caught her armsto steady her. “Watch out! Hurry up!”

“1 am hurrying!” Dana plunged down the steps and amost
fell forward into the basement.

“The bathroom!” He grabbed her hand and raced passed the
pool table, the ping-pong table, and the bar.

Asthey passed aking size, heart shaped bed, Danarammed
her toeinto one of thelegs, and as pain zipped through her shelet
out a howl. She hopped on one foot. “Damnit al to hell!”

Law Man pulled her into the tiny bathroom and shoved her
toward the bathtub. “ Get in.”

She held back. “We need the mattress as a shield.”

“No time and its too big. Won't fit through the door.”

A roaring sound echoed overhead and Danalet out a gasp.
“Oh, God. It’'s coming. It’s coming.” For afew seconds stark
terror arched through her, and she linked gazes with the man.
Hisdark, chocolate eyes registered that samefear, then cleared
into determination.

She hopped into the bathtub.

Before she could say a word, he climbed into the tub and
stretched over her, hisweight smashing her. Shewanted to protest,



14 Denise A. Agnew

but she knew he had a good reason for plastering himself to her
like mosson alog.

Along her length Dana felt nothing but rock solid man. He
covered her head with his arms and buried his face in her neck.
Astheroar abovethem increased, shefelt ashudder ripplethrough
his body and into hers. She thought she might suffocate.

His voice came harsh and rough. “Keep your eyes closed!
Hang on to me!”

She followed the stranger’s command, wound her arms
around his trim waist, and held on with all her strength. Above
them, the roar increased and Dana’s heart hammered. Her ears
popped and she couldn’t get her breath.

Darkness swirled in front of her vision. Oh, damn. As the
earth seemed to tremble all around them, she let the blessed
blackness envelop her.
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hapler 2

Heat. Hardness. Warmth. Protection. A gentle touch along
her cheek.

The weight pressing down on Dana lifted somewhat. She
inhaled and caught blessed oxygen and a musk scent that teased
her senses. Her arms remained wrapped around his waist.
Convulsively, her fingers dug into hard muscle. It felt good to
have an anchor in the swirling world. Her temples throbbed, and
her neck ached. Hisrapid breath puffed against her ear. Something
unyielding pressed against her side. Hisgun.

Someone cupped her face and Danathought shefelt acallused
thumb caress her cheek.

“Hey, you al right?’ A husky, rumbling voice prodded her
into consciousness. “Come on, talk to me.”

“Yeah,” she croaked.

Anxiety mixed with her dazed state. Shuddersrolled through
her body. She held back a moan as she opened her eyes to semi-
darkness. An amalgamation of anger and worry mingled in the
depths of his eyes. His hair, still soaked, dripped water onto her
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face. She swiped at the tickling liquid and his penetrating gaze
narrowed again. He brushed hisfingers over the other side of her
neck and held up fingers smeared with blood.

“You're bleeding. Where are you hurt?’ he asked sharply,
and levered himself away from her. He climbed out of the tub
and knelt next to it as she sat up.

“I'm fine.”

He tore off some toilet paper and wiped his hands.

Then she remembered. “ Aunt Lucille!”

“Easy. Takeit easy.”

Mortification.

She'd wanted to be brave, and, instead she’'d wimped out
under the strain. Very heroine like. Put that in a book, why
don’tcha?

“We'readlive.” Danalooked around the bathroom and realized
it remained intact. “We' ve got to look for my aunt.”

She vaulted over the side of the tub and ran for the door, the
big man following close behind. She rushed up the stairs, calling
her aunt’sname. Asthey searched the houselooking in each room,
Dana’s stomach tumbled. If anything had happened to Aunt
Lucille, she didn’'t know what she'd do.

“1 don’t think she’s here,” the man said as they checked
the bedrooms.

“ And how do you know my aunt isn’t here? Her station wagon
isin the garage. And she was expecting me this afternoon.”

“1 don’t know. | came to check on Lucille and warn her to
watch out for the weather. That’s when | saw your car.”

“ And you automatically assumed a burglar wastrying to get
into the house?’

One corner of hismouth lifted in ahalf smile. “No ma am.
Not until | saw the shed door open and heard someone cursing
and rattling the back door. Besides, she doesn’t use that kind
of language.”
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Shewanted to make another scathing comment, but realized
she didn’t have one in her ammunition right now. Not only that,
this man may have saved her life. There was no reason to get
snippy with him. Fear made her agitated and uneasy.

Dana looked around the formal living room with Lucille's
collection of never-sat-in Chippendale furniture. A red brick,
double-sided fireplace resided between the formal area and the
family room. Thefamily room sported a cozy, sagging chintz sofa
and loveseat. Two cracked windows graced the areaand the carpet
was atad wet under the windows.

Once they’ d surveyed the entire house and found no sign of
Lucille, Danafelt awild rush of relief barrel through her system
that she hadn’'t found her aunt injured or worse. A tight, odd
trembling in her body overcame her, and she couldn’t remember
feeling this weak in along time. Not since Daddy had died all
those years ago.

The man’s gaze assessed her. “You're shaking.” He put his
hand on the side of her neck and held his fingers there. “Fast
pulse. Are you going to pass out on me again?’

“Of course not.”

“1 think you’ rein shock and don’t realizeit. You' re off to the
hospital for an examination.”

“1 don’t need a hospital. I'm perfectly fine.”

“Thenwhereisall the blood coming from?1t sureisn’t me.”
He reached for her hand and looked at the index finger she'd
gouged with the key. His tight, warm grip and stern expression
said no nonsense. “ You' ve cut your finger.”

Anirrational wave of anger went through her. “No?You think?’

He caught and held her gaze with an intense, overwhelming
attention. Shetook in hisfeatures and everything about him she'd
missed before. He looked about thirty-five or thirty-six. Maybe
six feet tall and one hundred ninety pounds of muscle. His long
hair waved high off his forehead and back from his face. His
beard and mustache was trimmed close to his face.
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“Something wrong?’ he asked.

“You sure don’'t look like a man of the [aw.”

“Yeah? And what exactly do you think the law should
look like?”

Embarrassed that she’d stared at him for so long, she
shrugged. “ Sorry. Forget | said anything.”

Mister tall, dark, and silent led her past the huge gourmet
kitchen toward the back of the house. Rain had seeped under the
door and soaked the rug at the utility room back door, and their
shoes made squel ching noises as they walked.

His cynical frown remained. “You have identification
on you, ma’ am?”

“It'sinthecar.”

“You usually leave your purse in the car?’

“No. My fanny pack is—what are you looking at?’

“You're not wearing your fanny pack on your fanny.” His
gaze centered on her jean-clad butt for longer than necessary,
and to her complete surprise a grin about three miles wide
stretched his mouth. A completely unrepentant male grin.

She gave him a dirty look. “I’'m Dana Cummings and
Lucille Maxine Metcalf is my aunt. My mother is Ethena
Cummings, her sister.”

His‘yeahright’ expression didn’t ease oneiota. “Assoon as
we get to your car, you can prove it to me.”

As they stepped onto the porch, Dana realized the rain had
stopped and the sky had started to clear. A dramatic rainbow arched
over innocent-looking clouds. The storm had moved away. Pine
tree limbs littered the ground and deep puddles of water attested
to the furious soaking.

She took a deep breath and a tickling in the back of
her throat threatened a cough. Determined not to be a
weakling, she straightened. “Looks like the placeis pretty
unscathed for a tornado.”
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“Might have passed overhead without touching down.” He
glanced around. “Or it might have plowed through some houses
and forest farther down the road. Let’s hope not.”

Thunder rolled low in the west, reminding her of the noise
the tornado had made. “It really did sound like atrain.”

The lawman paused and looked down at her. “ You’' ve never
been in atornado before?’

Dana shook her head. “Never. Bad storms, of course, but
nothing like this. | saw the green clouds, and | knew something
was up.”

As she stared back at him, caught in the concentration in his
eyes, the darkness seemed to ease.

Despite his unbreakable grip on her arm, his touch gentled
and so did hisgaze. “You' re trembling.”

Deep inside her asensation unfurled, like asweet, plucking,
swirling delight in her stomach. She shoved it back, afraid of
what the odd sensation meant. What she feared it meant. “Yeah,
well, it isn't everyday | get waterlogged, attacked by a madman
claiming to be a police officer, crammed into a tub, and almost
eaten by atornado.”

One of hisdark brows twitched. “ The madman has a name.
Brennan Marshall.”

She smiled uncontrollably. “Marshall, eh? Isn’t that
convenient? Howdy, Marshall.” The ridiculousness of the
situation hit her. “It’s not every day | get to snuggle up to a
lumberjack in a bathtub.”

She knew the words sounded flirtatious, but they’d slipped
from her lips before she could stop them. Way to go. Your
irreverent tongue will get you arrested for sure.

They headed back toward Bertha.

“Thank you, Lord,” she said when she saw only a couple a
fallen brancheslying over the hood of her car. Next to Bertha sat
a white Grande Cherokee, emblazoned on the side with a gold
star declaring it Cedar County Sheriff’s Department.
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Suddenly, she felt exhausted. The tension of the storm and
the thought of what had almost happened caught up to her. To her
chagrin, the tickle in the back of her throat changed to an
unstoppabl e cough. She cleared her throat, but it came on without
remorse, settling in to a hollow, hacking sound that vibrated her
lungs and made her gasp for air.

“What the—" Marshall put hisarm around her as she bent
over slightly and let the cough have itsway with her. “Areyou
al right?’

“Recovering from—" she gasped. “Pneumonia. Four
weeks back.”

Something that looked almost like regret covered his face,
and amuscletwitched in hisjaw. “No wonder you’ re shaky. Come
on, you' re going to the hospital.”

She cleared her throat. “1I’m not. Thisis silly. | thought you
were ready to throw mein the clink for breaking and entering.”

“Not until after a doctor says you aren’'t going to drop dead
in my custody.”

“Gee, thanks.” She rubbed the back of her aching neck and
her hand came away tinged with blood. “Oh, man. | think | know
now where that blood was coming from. | guess that branch did
some damage.”

“What branch?’

“The onethat clobbered me on the way to the garden shed.”

Marshall’s expression hardened. “Lean against the Taurus
while | get thefirst aid kit and call for an ambulance.”

“No ambulance. I’ ve got to find my aunt.”

He stopped on the way to the SUV and glowered.

She licked her dry lips. “Please. If anything’'s happened to
her, it'll be my fault. Look, if | fall over dead in the next few
minutes, | won’t blame you.”

Then he did something she didn’t expect. It started with a
twinklethat lit his eyes and transfused his face for a nanosecond
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with something that looked like humor. Mister poker face
actually grinned.

Heturned toward his Cherokee before the full impact of that
devastating smile materialized. Had she imagined it? Had the
whack on the head pulverized her brain? He' d looked—dare she
think it—endearing? Human. Sorta cute. No. Sorta handsome.

That bizarre little fluttering went off in her stomach again,
and ignoring it did no good.

She heard him talking on his police radio, but he didn’t ask
for an ambulance, thank God. Dana stared in fascination at the
way the T-shirt and flannel covered hisimpressive, wide shoulders.
His slim hips and scul pted tight butt encased in jeans caught her
attention next.

She wiped the blood off on her jeans. “Faceit, you' ve lost
it, Dana. You're actually lying in a coma in the hospital
hallucinating.”

He rummaged in the SUV. “What?’

“Never mind.”

As he marched toward her, she saw his pooh face had
returned. Dana had the amost uncontrollable urge to stick her
tongue out and mist him with a huge raspberry. Instead, she
wrinkled her nose. “ So are you arresting me or what? Because if
you aren't, I'd like to find my aunt.”

He put the first aid kit on the hood of her car and searched
inside. “Please turn around and lift your hair.”

“What's this? A new search procedure?’

Marshall’s deep sigh told her she’ d pushed the edge, so she
turned as commanded. “ Anyone ever tell you that you' ve got a
smart mouth?’

Amused rather than angry, she held up her hair. “My agent.”
She paused as he used gauze to clean the wound. “And my
mother.” He touched something that stung like mad. She sucked
in a breath. “And my friends.” A few seconds later she said,
“Maybe the mailman...once.”



22 Denise A. Agnew

“Humph.” He dabbed at her wound. “Doesn’t ook too bad.
A small cut right at the back of your neck.” She felt him apply
gauze and tape. “That’ |l hold you for now. You're still going to
the hospital.”

Danaswung around. “I’m finding out what happened to my
aunt first.”

The stubborn set of hisjaw told her she’ d pressed him asfar
ashe’'d go on theissue.

She put her hands on her hips. “I haven't seen your
identification, either and you expect me to just roll over
and accept your—"

“I’m off duty right now.” He held up ahand to stop her tirade,
reached inside hisback pocket and pulled out abadgeand 1.D. card.

After scrutinizing the evidence, she handed it back to him.

“Satisfied?’ he asked.

“No. | won't be satisfied until | know where Aunt Lucilleis.”

“Agreed. We have to find her.” His gaze narrowed. He
snapped the first aid kit shut and started toward his car. “Please
get that identification | asked for, ma am.”

She opened her car and fumbled in her fanny pack for her
wallet while he spoke on the radio. When he came back she handed
him her driver’slicense.

After perusing the license, he called the dispatcher again.
While he waited to see if she qualified as an escaped convict,
bank robber or a serial killer, Dana crossed her arms and tapped
her foot on the wet ground. Maybe she’d give Aunt Lucille that
raspberry when she found her safe and sound. The fact that
Marshall knew Aunt Lucilledidn’t mean much. Inatown assmall
asthis, everyone probably knew the sheriff’s deputies.

She decided she' d check Bertha for damage and when she
tried to start the Taurus it wouldn’'t even sputter. “Oh, great.”

Marshall gestured at her to come to him, his expression
worried. “ A boy hasfallen into aswollen river down the road.”
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As he started to turn away, she trotted toward him, fanny
pack in hand. “My car won't start. Can | come with you?’

He hesitated a second, then nodded. “All right. Hurry.”

She'd barely buckled her seatbelt when he sent the car flying
down the driveway. He slammed on the brakes at the end of the
driveway, checked both ways, and then roared down the street.
He snapped on the lights and siren.

Dana grabbed at the dashboard as the car bounced over a
huge dip in the road. She forgot the throb in her finger, the
ache at the back of her neck and her pounding head. A boy’s
life wasin jeopardy.

As they sailed down the road, she took covert glances at
Marshall’s profile. When she' d first seen him, he’ d looked mean.
Of course, now that he didn’t have a gun pointed at her, it made
him less threatening.

She redlized he'd lost his baseball cap somewhere during
thetornado and she hadn’t seenit since. Hishair had almost dried
into luxurious, shiny dark brown wavesthat curled over the collar
of hisshirt. Hislong lashes gave new meaning to theword sinful,
turning his eyesfrom scare-me-silly to gorgeous-beyond-belief.

No! Shecouldn’t afford to find anything about himintriguing,
least of all thinking he had to-die-for eyes. Nope. Nada. | don’t
even like him. He'sabit arrogant. Not even good looking. Okay,
sort of good looking. Mildly attractive.

Enough!

Sherealized she' d popped her lid. Everyone knew that during
acrisisor near disaster heightened emotions could do funny things
to perceptions. So she chalked up her pseudo attraction to this
big cop asjust that—heightened emotions.

Seconds later, they cameto aturnoff where the trees thinned
and she could seetwo women standing at theriver bank. Marshall
swung the vehicle off the road and careened over bushes and ruts
as he went to the edge of the rampaging river.
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He slammed on the brakes so hard the back wheel sfishtailed
in the mud. “Stay in the car.”

He slammed the vehicle into park, opened his door and
jumped out. The young blonde at the side of the road grabbed his
arm, babbling and gesturing all the while. Marshall peeled the
woman’s hands away and ran toward theriver.

Dana left the SUV and trotted along in his wake. Then she
saw the boy and her heart made a sickening jolt. “Oh, no.”

The boy clung to the rock in the middle the river, his face
ashen with shock or fear. He couldn’t have been more than ten.
How much longer could the child hold onto the rock? Dana's
entire body stiffened with apprehension.

A woman of about forty-five, her hair matted and her clothes
covered in mud, slumped down near the river bank. The blonde
woman sobbed non-stop.

Marshall flung off his flannel shirt, boots, and holster and
with aquick leap, dove into the rushing water.

“He'll never get him in time. Tommy is aready losing his
grip,” the older woman said.

The blonde choked back a strangled sound.

“No. He'll get him,” Danasaid. He' d get the boy to safety if
it werethelast thing he' d ever do. How she knew this, shecouldn’t
say. “He'll save him.”

The older woman shivered. “He's got to.” She swallowed
hard. “1 warned Tommy to stay away from the river. We stopped
during the storm and took shelter in the ditch. When the storm
was over the car wouldn't start. He wandered to the river edge
while we called for atow.”

Dananodded. “It’ll beall right.”

Dana's breath snagged in her throat as Marshall swam with
powerful strokes toward the boy. Then, just as Marshall reached
the rock, the boy dlipped and the water swallowed him up.

The blonde screamed. “Tommy!”
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Marshall grabbed the boy’s arm and snatched him from
oblivion. The current swept them down the river. Dana and the
other women ran along the bank. Marshall struggled toward shore,
hauling the boy along. A wave of water pushed over hishead and
Dana amost shouted his name in reflex. A log, bobbing along at
afast pace, headed straight for Marshall and Tommy.
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M arshall, look out!” Dana rushed for the river, terrified
they would be hit by the log.

The idea that she might see the cop lose his life sent an
incredible frisson of shock through her.

Seconds later, the wood grazed Marshall’s back with a
glancing blow. The two women near Dana gasped. Marshall
seemed unaffected and swam onward, each stroke powerful.

Dana reached Marshall and Tommy before the others, and
helped Marshall pull the boy onto shore.

“He's not breathing.” Marshall’s breath rasped in and out,
pain etched on his face.

He immediately started CPR. The blonde and the other
woman stood nearby, shock holding them immobile.

It took a couple of breaths, then the boy coughed. Marshall
turned him on his side as the boy struggled for air. Just then the
ambulance arrived, sirens blaring. Three paramedics rushed to
the boy and took over. Marshall stood, winced and moved away
from the group while the mother huddled near her son.
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“He'll be al right, Brenda,” Marshall said, talking to the
forty-something woman.

She seemed to come out of her shock and put her armsaround
his waist. The woman looked tiny against Marshall’s sheltering
arms. Marshall patted her back and crooned a few words of
comfort. Danawatched the dramaand realized shefelt more than
relief at the boy’srecovery. Sheadmired thisman’sbravery. He'd
never hesitated, not one second, to put his own life in danger to
save the boy.

Once Tommy and the two women left in the ambulance,
Marshall walked back to where Dana stood.

“You al right?’ she asked as he reached her. She smiled.
“You're soaked again.”

“Yeah.” To her surprise another one of those wide smiles
creased hisface, then disappeared as he winced. Concern pushed
her to grasp hisarm. A powerful bicep moved under her fingers,
warm and hard. Startled by the pleasure she experienced touching
him, shelet go.

“Are you sure you're not the one who should go to the
hospital?’ she asked.

“No.” He rotated his arms and shoulders about the size of
Mount Rushmore rippled and flexed. “Guess I’ll have to hit the
tub tonight to get the kinks out.”

Animage of him slipping into the tub naked dashed into her
imagination and almost short-circuited her brain. Her cheeks
flushed. Holy moley. Now there’s a thought. “But that l1og hit
you.”

“It wasn’'t that big.” He slipped his boots on, then picked up
his holster and retrieved flannel shirt.

A chill breeze raced through the trees, scenting the areawith
moisture and pine. “Maybe you should put adry shirt on. Get out
of that wet T-shirt.”

The moment the words came out, she wanted to bite her
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tongue clear through. Before she could retract the
statement, he stopped next to the SUV and flung his flannel
shirt into the back seat.

Throwing her a glance that burned right through her, he
stripped off the T-shirt and tossed it in the back seat. In one
glance he conveyed cocky sureness with something that looked
like...nah...couldn’t be. Yep, there it was. Flirtatiousness and
frankness. Her jaw dropped for a second, then clamped her
mouth shut.

“Hop inthe car,” he said.

Just before she moved around to the passenger side of the
car, she saw amazing muscles. Hard, carved arms. The kind of
brute force that spoke of working the land rather than using a
weight set. A generous amount of dark hair sprinkled around his
pectorals and down his flat stomach.

“Heaven help me,” she said.

“What?’

“Nothing.”

Okay. So he'sgot agreat bod. Big deal.

One hundred percent satisfied with that assessment, she sat
back in her seat and tried not to wonder when he' d become heroic,
intriguing and too mouth-watering for his own good.

Marshall Street, named after Brennan's great grandfather,
had flooded almost up to the middie of the tires on the SUV. As
Marshall eased the vehicle back into the minimal traffic on Main
Street, he gave his temporary companion a thorough look-see
through stealthy glances.

Marshall had never met amore irritating woman than Dana
Cummings. Well, okay, maybe two other women. But he didn’t
have time or inclination to think about them right now.
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Dana Sue Cummings according to her New Mexico driver’s
license. Somehow, he knew if he started calling her Dana Sue,
she’ d hit him with that enormous, black |eather fanny pack she'd
strapped to her waist.

On second thought, Dana’s jump-straight-into-the-fire
attitude reminded him of Tabitha. Tabitha, the precocious nine-
year-old daughter of hisfriend, Eric Dawes, dmost drove Marshall
nuts with her antics.

No, the craziness he felt around Dana came from a different
source. He was highly annoyed with himself for feeling so
attracted to awoman he'd just met.

Thewoman had infuriating written in every inch of her carrot
top, shoulder-length hair, wispy bangs and hazel eyes. It didn’'t
help that she possessed akiller body in afive-foot six-inch frame.
Heallowed aquick glance at her jean-clad form. Yeah, she might
not be model beautiful, but that suited him fine.

Marshall had had it with bone-thin women with all the
personality of acucumber. Thiswoman possessed curvesin places
awoman should have curves. From the first moment he' d been
close enough to smell her delicate, fresh perfume, he’ d found her
irksome. Irksome and driving me straight out of my ever lovin’
mind. A tight sensation centered in his gut.

Marshall slammed back the attraction. He couldn’t let down
either his guard or open his heart. Besides, his heart had
disappeared long ago.

Asthe Grand Cherokee dipped into a huge puddle of water,
his cab companion grabbed at the dashboard like a lifeline. He
glanced at her disheveled state and worried look. Worried about
what? The storm? Did she believe that he still considered her a
breaking and entering suspect? Her license and other identification
indicated no known priors or outstanding warrants. She hadn’t
tried to escape.

Yeah, Marshall. She just tried to argue you to death.



30 Denise A. Agnew

He understood her worry about her aunt, but he had a hunch
Lucillewasfine, and therewas aperfectly reasonable explanation
for why she hadn’t been at the house.

Marshall thought back to the strange things that had been
happening at L ucille’'s house and wondered about the woman next
to him. Deepinside, hedidn’t want to believe thisdoe-eyed, quick-
tongued woman could be part of a plan to drive Lucille insane
and away from her house.

When he'd first seen Dana Cummings trying to get into
Lucille's house, he' d thought she had to be the prettiest burglar
he'd ever seen. The tornado took away other thoughts when the
siren had blasted awarning. Run now. Wonder |ater.

When she'd lain in the tub, and he knew she’ d fainted, he'd
seen everything about her in a heartbeat. He' d seen alittle mole
just under her right ear, high on her neck. Her nose had a small
scar over the bridge, like a permanent line from glasses. Eyes
that snapped with curiosity, fear, and anger in less than aminute
had added a weird charm he’d never encountered in a woman.
Uh-huh. Now he knew he’'d lost it. Maybe he'd lost a brain cell
or two when his favorite baseball cap had been sucked away by
the wind.

Now that really pisses me off. Tabitha had given it to him
last year for his birthday.

As he headed for the sheriff’s department, he savored the
unscathed area around them. “Doesn’t look like the tornado
touched down here.”

Danaglanced over at him. “ Arewe going to the park to check
out the damage?’

“No.” He shifted his hands on the steering wheel and the
SUV rolledto astop at atraffic signal. “We regoing to the sheriff’s
officefirst. It's either that or the hospital.”

Dana straightened like someone had rammed a stick up her
spine. “What kind of hospital? Are you having me committed?’
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Marshall fought the urge to laugh. “Don’t tempt me.”

Danasighed. “Hasanyone ever told you that you have arotten
sense of humor, Marshall?”

“Probably at least two people. My sister and my brother.”
He paused for effect. “Maybe my dad on a bad day when he's
feeling stubborn.”

She made a soft noise. “Only when he's feeling stubborn?’

Marshall knew what she implied and chose to say nothing.
He' dfound silence drove many peopleinsane. Instead, he grunted.
She folded her arms, uttered another elaborate sigh, and shook
her head.

The light turned green and he proceeded through the
intersection. Marshall droveto Decatur Street, which ran dongside
the sheriff’sdepartment. Thissmall avenue hadn’t seen pavement
yet. Mud clung to the wheels of the vehicle as he inched down
the narrow road.

After they turned into the parking lot, they exited the vehicle
and headed for the double glass doors into the main lobby. Once
inside he saw that several ceiling tileslay in the empty reception
area, including a large one that had landed on a small row of
chairs against one wall.

Marshall moved farther into the room, his eyes widening as
he surveyed the plaster that littered everything. A couple of
deputiesworked at cleaning up the mess. They paused long enough
to greet Marshall.

Marshall led her back to his office. After they entered the
office, sheslumped into achair in front of hisdesk. He grabbed a
Pittsburgh Steelers cap from atable and plopped it on his head.

Danawondered what town initsright mind allowed apolice
officer to wear a get up like this? Absurd. The whole situation
reminded her of a madcap spoof of Mayberry mixed with L.A.
Confidential.

As she looked at him, a strange tugging sensation moved
inside her. An awakening. A curiosity. Something animal moved
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through him, and she sensed it like prey evading predator. His
personality had a hold on her thoughts like a tenacious tiger
devouring ameal. Tension grew between her shoulder bladesand
sheshifted in her chair. Her movement didn’t attract hisattention.

Danawatched him shuffle papers and rearrange desk items,
ablack pencil cup with apink desk blotter. You haveto bekidding.
A girly girl blotter. What was that all about?

Now that she thought about it, who would ask him?He could
be wearing clown pants and Groucho Marx glasses, mustache,
and nose, and no one would squeak in his general direction. A
man like this one, with a defiant tilt to the head and scorching
eyes, would smash them like amaniacal monster fromaB-movie.
No, not aB-movie. A harmlesslooking critter that metamorphosed
into a serious, in-your-face beast. They’d be terrified. Ready to
pee their pants.

She, on the other hand, refused to frighten.

Right, Dana. Well, at least she wouldn’'t give him the
satisfaction of knowing he made her uncomfortable. Sheinhaled,
gathering courage. Without his presence near, shetook acleansing
breath. This man had turned to her with gun drawn, a bite-me
scowl that would eat through acid. Then he' d saved her life.

He left the desk to reach for the coffee carafe, not even
looking in her direction. Hefilled a gargantuan cream-colored
mug that held about three cups worth of liquid. Seconds later,
the double-wide coffee mug came to rest on the desk in front
of her, attached to a broad, huge hand with thick fingers. A
bruiser’s hand.

He leaned near. Dana started when his voice, deep and
sonorous, said close to her ear, “Black’s all we've got.”

She dared to look up as he retreated. His gaze seared her,
tangible and authoritative. Inside her something trembled, and
she sucked in a stabilizing breath.

“1 didn’t say | wanted coffee.”
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“You need agood shot of caffeine. You look about ready
to collapse.”

Ashereturned to the chair behind hisdesk, she pulled herself
together. No sense in acting like a dazed cow. She stared at the
steaming mug asif he’ d offered her poison.

“Something wrong with the coffee?’ he asked.

Reaching for the mug, she dared to meet his gaze as she took
a tentative sip. Big mistake. His gaze skimmed her face, then
cruised down to her breasts and back up to her eyes. It was a
quick, relentless assessment, but that flaming look packed more
repressed tension than a harnessed pit bull. She nearly choked.

His eyes narrowed on her. “You okay?’

She took another mouthful of ancient brew. “It’s not only
black, it'sthick as sludge.”

The intensity that always lingered around the edge of him
reared to life. “This isn’t the Ritz. We don’t get much call for
whole bean, gourmet, triple-French-roast crap.”

“No, | don’t suppose you would.”

She wanted to toss the blistering liquid in his face. Instead,
she reined in the outrageous impulse as she stared him down.
Marshall’sunwavering gaze made her quiver in placesshe' d never
known existed.

Shecouldn’t understand it. She’ d never been thismesmerized
by a man’s eyes. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time
she' d stared so rudely at someone. Dragging away her gaze, she
looked around the small office, taking in everything with abored
air. Despite her expectations, therest of hisofficelooked ordinary.
In fact, it seemed sterile. A few certificates lined the sidewalls,
and she didn’t take time to read them. One framed document
caught her attention, adiplomafrom the University of Wyoming.

Her mouth dropped open. “Englishit?A bachelorsin English
[it?” She peeled her gaze away from the certificate long enough
to catch his glare. She folded her hands in her lap. “1 have a
Bachelorsin Business and a Mastersin Humanities.”
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“Humanities.”

Without thinking why, she decided to take offense.
“Something wrong with Humanities?’

“l didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t haveto. It wasin your tone.”

“1 don’'t have anything against Humanities. Does overreaction
run in the family, too?’

Dana almost left right then, but the challenge in his voice
kept her riveted to the chair. “ Aunt Lucille isapainter so she has
to have agood imagination.” She sniffed. “ Does being a man of
the law take any imagination, Mr. Marshall?’

“Just Marshall.”

“Not Deputy Marshall? Or maybe Officer Marshall—"

“1’m the Under sheriff, not adeputy.” He leaned forward in
his chair, his attention glued to her.

She'd seen the sign on his office door, but had chosen to
ignoreit. An uncomfortable feeling crept over her, asif he could
see inside her to the deepest parts of her soul.

Hisscrutiny came hot, penetrating like bullets. “ Tell mewhy
you'rein Macon.”

“My mother and | areworried about Aunt L ucille. Wewanted
to check up on her and make sure she isn’t flying south
permanently.”

Dana hoped he might smile, but his concrete expression
remained. “Flying south? Asin going nuts?’

“Exactly. Mom’s alittle paranoid, and so isAunt Lucille.”

He sat back in his chair, swiveled to the side, and plunked
his booted feet onto the desk. “Does it run in the family?’

Despitetheinsinuation, she decided not to riseto the occasion
with an insult of her own. Besides, | can’t even think of a good
insult when | need one. “Yeah, it goesway back. One of my great
uncles was a paranoid schizophrenic.”

How do you like them apples, Marshall?



Marshall’s Law 35

He took his feet off the table and they landed on the floor
with athump. He didn’t say anything.

A steady throbbing took up residence in her skull and she
longed for aspirin. Sliding down in the padded metal chair, she
clasped her hands over her stomach and sprawled with her legs
open. Not ladylike, but she didn’t care.

Marshall sighed, closed his eyes for amoment, then rubbed
onefinger under his nose. When he opened his eyes, he snatched
a pencil from his desk and jotted on a stenographer’s pad. Did
anyone even use shorthand any more?

“Crazy thoughts, Dana,” she said out loud before she could
stop herself.

He glanced up, his brows drawing down. “What?’

Embarrassed, she reached for her coffee and took another
sip of the disgusting liquid. “Nothing.”

He scribbled on the pad again. “ She talks to herself.”

“Don’t worry, Marshall. Last | heard it's not contagious.”

The scribbling continued, and he didn’t look up. “But it's
hereditary. Lucille has full blown conversations with herself all
the time.”

“Areyou stuck on this genetic craziness thing or what?’

His pencil stopped its relentless movement. He looked up
and sighed. “I’m sorry. It's been along day.”

The weariness in histone and the genuine regret on hisface
made her soften. “So you don’t believe her when she says her
house is haunted?’

Running a hand over his beard, he contemplated Danafor a
few unnerving moments. “1 don’t believe in haunted houses, but
| do believein criminal mischief and harassment.”

Ready to respond, she opened her mouth. Before she could
speak, heasked, “What do you do, Miss Cummings?Or isit Mrs.?

She tried not to bristle at his change of direction or his
insistence on giving her atitle. “Ms.”
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“Ms. Cummings.” His pencil skipped over the steno pad
again. “What isyour career field?’

She looked at the fat mug in her hands and gazed into the
contents asif fishing for answers. “1I’'m awriter.”

“What do you write?’

“Horror.”

When hedidn’t speak, she looked up and caught his curious
expression. She didn’t see a hint of reproach, disbelief or
condescension. Often, she expected one or al three when she
told people about her career.

The scratching of the pencil sounded loud in the room. “I
see. Anything I’ d know?’

Shetried smiling, but the caffeine hadn’t perked her up much.
“Shades of Darkness. It's about a woman who comes back to a
town she used to live in and finds out her old home is infested
with evil spirits.”

He shook hishead, hisface devoid of expression. “ Can't say
I’ve heard of it.”

“It wasonthe New York Times best seller list for ten weeks.
Hit number eight.”

Leaning back in his chair again, he scrutinized her.

Shewanted to twitch. The old adage about being abug under
amicroscope fit her situation.

“1 never pay much attention to best seller lists,” he said.

“Good. Neither do |. Except in the sense that it means | did
realy, really well.”

A smile teased his lips, then jumped to his eyes for a
nanosecond. “Do you think Lucille has been reading too much
horror fiction lately?’

Dana couldn’t be insulted by his insinuation. She had
plenty of doubts about the source of Aunt Lucille’'s
problems. “1 don’t know.”

“1”m asking because | hopeyou’ ve got answersto why these
things are happening to her.”
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Brennan Marshall could have pooh-poohed Lucille's case,
but he appeared concerned.

Danadidn’t want to like him for that, but she couldn’t help
it. She placed the cup of sludge on his desk with athump. “ She's
adear woman, and | don’t want anything to happen to her.”

“Tell me what you think is happening with your aunt, and
I’ll take you out for afresh cup of coffee later tonight.”

His soft voice held ahoarsenessthat reminded her of evenings
by afire. Naked. On abearskin rug. She shoved away theintimate
vision. “Sorry. Can't. | have adate.”

“A date?You just got here.” Hisincreduloustone surprised her.

“With afriend. Maybe you know her. Kerrie Di Mecio.”

He sat up straighter. “ Stuart Di Mecio’s widow?’

“She’'sthe one.”

She thought of Stuart. Strong, handsome, fearless and
invincible. Invincible, that is, until he made a mistake on a hike
one day and plunged into aravineto his death. She shuddered as
she remembered receiving the phone call from Kerrie's mother
telling of Stuart’s demise.

Marshall pitched his writing instrument back in the pencil
cup, and the clank startled her. He reached for a pen; his eyes
took onagrimness she' d seen when he' d rescued the boy. “1 found
his body. I’m on the county volunteer search and rescue team.”

Silence gathered intheroom. Shedidn’t feel likeresponding,
and he apparently didn’t care to elaborate about finding Stuart.

“What did Lucille tell you about these strange occurrences
plaguing her?’ he asked, leaning his arms on the desk.

“She called my mother afew weeks back. Mom said Aunt
Lucille had this trembling voice, like she was scared. That’s
not normal for Aunt Lucille. She bends under pressure but never
givesin. She'sonetough lady. Anyway, Aunt Lucille said that
she'd heard noisesin the attic and in the basement. Especially
the basement.”
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“What kind of noises?’

Dana wished she hadn’t opened her mouth and mentioned
the basement. “Uh...well....” Sheglanced up and saw hewaited,
twiddling his thumbs like he had all day. “You're not going to
believe this but—"

“Trust me, I’ve heard just about everything at least once.”

“Not thisyou haven't.”

He tossed her a smile. “Humor me.”

“Okay. You asked for it. You know that big...uh...heart
shaped bed downstairs?’

“Yeah.”

“Well, she started hearing people having...” She squirmed
in her chair and made aface.

“Go ahead. People what?’

“People having sex. She heard people having sex on the bed.
But when she went downstairs there was no one there.”
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M arshall never twitched. Yet Danasaw the suspicioustwinkle

in his eyes before he managed to smother it. Instead, he did
something much more disturbing.

Rising from his chair, he came around the side of the desk
and paced the broad area behind her chair. She craned around to
watch him.

“What kind of sounds exactly?’ he asked.

Her chair made an obnoxious protest as she turned it so she
could observe hispurposeful stride. Eight big stepsoneway, eight
big steps back. Eight big steps one way, eight big steps back.

“1’m going to get hypnotized watching you do that. Would
you mind taking a seat?’

He increased his pace. “1 think better thisway.” He cameto
an abrupt halt, leaned against the wall, cocked one booted foot
across his ankle and hooked his thumbs in his belt loops.

She gulped. Good thing he wore that flannel shirt. If he'd
stood there in that tight T-shirt—

“What kinds of sounds?’ he asked, jerking her back to the
real world.
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She couldn’'t say it. Come on, Dana. You aren’'t a blushing
teen talking to a boy in high school. Spit it out.

When she didn’t answer fast enough, he walked toward her
and rested his hands on the arms of her chair. She leaned back,
inhaling a quick, startled breath.

“What are you trying to hide from me? Maybe you know
something about the sounds?’” The query camefilled with subtle,
sensual nuances that caused his voice to vibrate in his chest and
made her tingle in places that shouldn’t be tingling.

In defense she crossed her arms. “Of course I’m not hiding
anything.” When he glared, she took the plunge and elaborated.
“You have heard people having sex before, haven't you, Marshall?
Gasps. Sighs.” She shrugged. “Grunts. Moans. She said it's like
people having sex and they never get to...you know.”

A thunderstorm seemed to build in his eyes, but not the
kind that promised rage. Thetypethat guaranteed sinful, daring
pleasures. She'd never seen a man look at her this way.
Predatory and intense all at once, ready to eat her alive. No
mistaking that |ook.

His lips parted and she stared at his mouth.

“No, | don’'t know,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me?’

Atiny, rebellious corner of her almost refused to speak. What
could he do to her anyway? Spank her?

A hot blush swept into her face. Oh, boy, oh boy, oh boy.
Marshall’s devouring gaze cruised over her face. His attention
landed on her lips.

Crazy arousal spiraled through her, and she leaned forward
until they amost touched noses. Dana couldn’t remember the
last time she' d felt so out of control and so turned on al at once.
Hell, she’d never felt thisway before. “ These. .. .these horny ghosts
or whoever they are never get to finish—"

“Coming?’

Her entire body felt like it might go up in flames. Oh man!
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Why couldn’t he have said something like ‘climaxing? Did he
have to use aword that described the nitty gritty?

“Yeah. That'sit,” she said, licking her lips and swallowing
hard. She slumped in the chair.

He backed up so fadt, it was like someone had poked him
with alive power line. Returning to his desk, he settled down.
“What else?’

Glad he' d moved on to another subject, she turned her chair
around. When she glanced at him shewanted to curse. The damned
man looked as cool asaglacier. No sign at all that he' d appeared
less than two minutes ago like he might go thermonucl ear.

“Apparently aday or two later she heard noises outside the
house. Rustling bushes, thuds, thumps. Things like that.”

“Could have been the wind.”

“That's what | thought. Then she heard my uncle, my long
dead Uncle Brent, talking to her after she went to bed.”

“Dreams?’

“Maybe.”

After alengthy pause he asked, “ That’s all shetold you and
your mother?’

“She said things moved around the house. She'd get up in
the morning and thingsweren’t where she’ d left the night before.
Nothing mgjor, just items she always left in a certain place.”

“Like atoothbrush?’

“Her dental floss, actually.”

“Whatever.”

His gruff tone didn’t surprise her, but she hadn’t recovered
from the melt down she'd experienced a few minutes ago. Her
brain felt like oatmeal processed through a blender. Frustration,
excitement and fear all made grits out of her thought processes.
At least when she let them. All you gottado isimagine him ugly.
He has a huge wart on his nose and—

Sheforced herself to focus. “I1t isn’t much to go on, and from
what Mom has described to me, al of these things could be the
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wind, hallucinations, loneliness. Who knows what? Anyway, |
needed a vacation, so | said I’d visit Aunt Lucille and see if |
could figure out what is going on.”

He snatched a pen from the holder again and started an
annoying tap on the blotter. Her head throbbed, and she wondered
if she should have gone to the doctor. At least she wouldn’t be
here now with this pain-in-the-patootee, flannel-wearing, boot-
stomping, hairy beast of a man.

“There is one thing that has me worried, though. I'm
wondering if maybe all her troubles are my fault,” she said.

He scowled. “Why would you think that?’

“There’'s a scene in my book that corresponds to the
occurrences she's described.” Dana winced, wondering if she
could regurgitate the words without turning another shade of
crimson. “ The heroinein Shades of Darkness hears people having
sex in her basement.”

Thistimehereally did look disbelieving. “Let me guess. On
a heart shaped bed.”

She pointed at him with an affirmative index finger. “You
gotit.”

Seconds passed while he contemplated the top of the desk.
When helooked up she didn’t see amusement, but inquisitiveness.
So she continued.

“She's had the bed forever. Actually my uncle and aunt had
the bed in their old house until he died last year. She's only been
inthe new house awhile and decided that she wanted to move the
monstrosity into the basement. Said the thing reminded her too
much of him.”

“Then you wrote the scene where the heroine hears people
having sex, and then after Lucille reads your book she hears the
same thing in her basement.”

“Why would she hear it months and months after she read
the book?’
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Marshall’ s big shouldersrose and then dropped. “Never can
tell how people’s minds work.”

“So hasAunt Lucille called the cops out to her house?’

“Threetimes. | investigated once, two other copsinvestigated
the other times.”

“1’d have thought an under sheriff had far more important
things to do than go out on prowler calls.”

“Generaly | do. But | like Lucille and we' re friends.”

Dana didn’'t want to like his answer, but she did. “I'm
impressed, Marshall.”

Shewanted to find Aunt Lucille, alive and in one piece, call
her friend Kerrie and collapse on abed and sleep. Preferably not
a heart shaped bed. She’ d have dreams all night.

A small smile escaped to her lips, and then she stood. “I’ve
got to go. It'sbeen onelong day, my head iskilling me, and your
coffee tastes like motor oil.”

She didn’t get far. A wave of sickening dizziness assaulted
her, and she gasped. As shereached for the chair back, she closed
her eyes.

“What the—" Marshall came around the desk in arush.

Before he could reach her, the lights went out.

Dana Cummings will probably sue me. And Sheriff Pizer
will have my assfor lunch.  Thethought ranthrough Marshall’s
head as he paced the waiting room. Hejammed hishandsinto his
pockets and stalked behind arow of chairs. Several peopleinthe
waiting room threw him curious glances.

CNN played onthe small television tucked highinto acorner.
A reporter squawked about some social injustice in aland most
people hadn’t heard of.

Marshall didn’t care. In hisworld one person mattered right
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thismoment. Worry made him wonder if he’ d lost hismind during
hisdip in theriver.

A flash of Dana, running along as he dragged her
through Lucille’s house, came into his mind. She’d had a
strange courage all wrapped up in her fear. Timid but brave.
Soft but resilient. He shook his head and stared out of the
windshield. Way to go, Marshall. Trying to get in trouble
again? Isn’t two broken hearts enough?

“Brennan?’ The soft query issued from the end the hall, and
he spun around.

Jenny Pizer. Sheriff Pizer’'s twenty-two-year-old daughter
would make most men pause on a street corner, then walk right
in front of a speeding car. Most men. Not him. Spirals of long,
blonde hair flowed down her back and touched her hips. Her green
cat eyes sparkled with interest, but not with warmth. Her smile
alwayslooked seductive and promised pleasures untapped. He'd
never entertained the idea of asking her out; her youth and
immaturity had hit him square between the eyes.

Marshall didn’t say anything, and she strode toward him. He
noticed her long, black wool tunic and matching leggings that
curved along her long legs. At almost six feet tall, she could
practically look him in the eye. Yeah, a nice piece of work, but
not for him.

He dtried two lithe, succulent blondeslike Jenny before and
both experiments had almost ripped out his heart. As she strode
toward him, he assumed she'd been on volunteer status in the
executivedirector’soffice. Shewouldn’'t work aposition requiring
that she get her handsdirty, but hobnobbing with bigwigsappeaed
to her.

“Evening, Jenny.”

“Good evening.”

Jenny’s murmur of greeting drifted like soft snow, and he
knew more than one man had probably heard that purr against
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his ear. Gossip said half the males in town had touched, tasted
and taken her. Hedidn’t need to listen to talk to know what people
said rang true. Marshall had seen her in action trying to seduce
men at parties.

Not that you’ ve been to many partieslately, old boy. No, he
hadn’tinthelast few months, feeling himself close up inwayshe
didn’t understand. Time went by and he didn’t see light breaking
over the horizon anytime soon.

“Brennan?’

Herealized she' d been talking to him and he’ d missed what
she’'d said. “Sorry. | drifted off.”

Her mouth twitched. “ Thanks.”

“Sorry.” He hated saying it again.

“l heard you saved a life today.” She pushed back a wide
swath of curlsfrom the side of her face. “Two lives. A boy and a
woman. A burglar, no less.”

“l didn't save the woman. She just happened to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time when the tornado hit and | was
there, t00.”

“Lucille Metcalf’s house?’

Tension seeped along his shoulders, and he felt a deep ache
start in onemuscle. Herolled hisshouldersto relievethetightness,
but it didn’t work. “Your father tell you that?’

A tiny smile curved her full mouth. “Word gets around quick
at our house.” She reached up and brushed her fingers over his
shoulder. “Were you hurt? Isthat why you'’ re here?’

Impatience drew his mouth into a hard line. “The woman
passed out in my office. She'sin the examining room right now.”

« G

So? He felt the cold blast like refrigerated air. “1 feel
responsible.”

“Oh? So she's a suspect? | mean, Dad said something about
her trying to break into Lucille's house.”
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“She'sLucille’sniece.”

“Lucille’s niece tried to break into her house?” The
incredul ous tone added to her cool facade, an icy beauty that he
knew would freeze aman if he got close. “ That's despicable.”

“Guess your father didn’t tell you the whole story.” He
wondered if she’d run to the gossips in town and spill the
information. “ She'sjust visiting her aunt and the key her aunt | eft
for her didn’t work. No burglary involved.”

“Oh.”

Jenny’s habit of tagging ‘oh’ onto many of her sentences
grated on his nerves. He didn’t have the inclination or the desire
to have nice-nice conversation with her.

“We haven't seen you around the house much lately,” she said.

What could he say?*“I’ ve been busy.”

“You're alwaysbusy.”

Jenny’s words sounded hard and final. He’ d known from
the moment she cameinto view afew years back as ateenager
that she wanted something from him. He' d seen it coming for
along timeand tried to ignoreit. Her subtle smiles and touches,
designed to seem casual, held a blatant message. Marshall
didn’t want her or want her to like him. After all these years
she hadn’t taken the hint.

“Yeah, | am. And I’'m aways going to be busy, Jenny.”

“I’m just trying to be friendly. I admire a man who saves
lives.” Sheattempted asmileand it looked morelikealeer before
she dipped her head. A cascade of curls covered her expression
for amoment. “1I’ve always admired you.”

When Jenny looked up, her shy grin had transformed to pure
seduction. Her gaze devoured his face, shoulders and down until
her message came through like a bullhorn. She liked his body.
She wanted his body.

He said nothing, aware of their location. He filled his mind
with the realization that Dana Cummings had looked at him like
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that when he'd stripped off his shirt. A quicker ook, but there,
nonetheless. No way, Marshall. Dana Cummings doesn’t want
you anymore than you want Jenny. You imagined it all.

Jenny started to turn, then looked back. “ You' re ahard man,
Brennan. | hope someday you learn to soften up. If you don't, you
might regret it.”

With that parting shot she left. Relief made its way through
his body like a sinuous snake, traversing his veins and relaxing
him. Marshall glanced at hiswatch and impatience renewed. Too
long. If he didn’'t hear news about Dana soon, he'd march into
the examining room and find out for himself.

“Did you scare the ever loving stuffing out of that girl,
Brennan Marshall?’

Dana heard her aunt’s strident voice before she saw her.
Not quite awake, not quite unconscious, she listened to the
conversation.

“Lucille—"

“Don’t give me any flack, young man.”

“She'salot tougher than that. | doubt she scares easily.”

“You don’t know the kind of effect you can have on
people when you get all puffed up like one of
those...those...those puffer fishes.”

“What?’

Marshall’s baffled question made Danasmile. Ah, yes. That's
Aunt Lucille. So urbane. So witty.

“I1f you guysare going to argue, can you keep it down?’ Dana
asked, opening her eyes and glancing around her hospital room.
“1 seem to have some sort of hangover.”

The small, private room, painted an unusual soothing blue,
surprised her. Fancy that. This place was almost better than her
hotel in Casper, by golly by George.
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Lucille squealed and grabbed Dana's left arm so hard, Dana
echoed her aunt’s exclamation with another noise. “Ow!”

Tall, well-proportioned, and youthful looking for a seventy-
year-old woman, Aunt L ucille pressed Dana’'sarm again and gave
her ateary-eyed smile. Lucille sbright lime pants suit hurt Dana’'s
eyes. Marshall stood at the foot of the bed, wary observation and
concern in his gaze.

“Hi, Aunt Lucille. Where were you hiding during the storm?
| came to the house, your car was in the garage, | couldn’t get
insidethehouse, and...” Shetook aquick look at Marshall. “ This
guy showed up.”

“Oh, darling, | wasn't hiding. My friend Linda had picked me
up earlier for shopping and wewere on theway home. We' d stopped
a Mr. Kramer’s camera shop because | know he has a basement.
When the tornado was over | came home and saw Bertha sitting
there a one and then the back door was broken open and you weren't
there. | was never so frightened in al my life.”

“1 know. | mean, sorry about the door. Marshall here had to
do some quick thinking.”

Aunt Lucille gave him ableary smile. “ Thank goodness
for Marshall.”

Amazing. Minutes ago Aunt Lucille reamed him for scaring
the daylights out of me, and now she grinned at him like a
schoolgirl. Ohmagosh. Aunt Lucilleisn’t falling for the big doofus,
isshe?

Marshall approached the other side of the bed at a crawl,
amost asif he expected Danato bite. Cometo think of it, | just
might nip him if he gives me any more flack.

Dana smiled instead, deciding to lure him into afalse sense
of security. “ So sheriff, what brings you here?’

His worry appeared to dissipate and transform into
annoyed. When he didn’t speak, Dana glanced at Lucille. “He
never shuts up.”
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Marshall glared. “I1sshedelirious? Maybe | should have Eric
come back in here.”

Aunt Lucille’'sface creased into wrinkles as she smiled. She
patted Dana shand. “ She’sgoing to befine.” Shetouched Dana's
brow with warm fingers, then closed her eyes. “Oh, yes. She's
getting better already. She's just had a humdinger of a day and
needs rest.”

Dana had seen her aunt do this before, and glanced over at
Marshall. He didn’t look surprised. “ She's doing a scan.”

Marshall started pacing. He put his hands on his hips.

Lucille's eyes popped open and she took her hand away.
“Hmm. | think | know what’s wrong. It's more than exhaustion
and injury. You' re having trouble with your writing. Of course, |
knew that already. Thisis something else.”

Marshall stopped his infernal pacing. “She has a
concussion, that'swhat’swrong.” He crossed to the side of
the bed. “When you fainted you collapsed so fast, | almost
didn’t catch you in time.”

Even with aleftover headache, the idea of him holding her
sent unwel come bolts of pleasure through Dana s stomach. Oops.
Can’'t have that, now can we? “Don’t worry, Marshall. I’'m not
going to sue.”

He plowed onward. “ You could have cracked your skull wide
open. Now you understand why | wanted you to see adoctor.”

Danagave him her best nonchaant face. “ Jeez, Il bet you're
fun to wake up to in the morning.”

Silence covered the room, and Dana had the distinct pleasure
of seeing his face turn red. Somehow, she didn’t think
embarrassment could be the cause. Nope. This time he looked
ready to string her up and fry her over apit of hot coals.

“Brennan is a dear, but he can be scary sometimes.” Aunt
Lucille squeezed her arm again. Dana thought she might have a
bruise there if she kept it up.
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“Oh, give me a break.” Marshall made that male rumbling
sound that women recognize as universal. “I wanted her to go to
the hospital, but no. She blew it off. Now she’slyinginthisbed.”

He jammed both hands through his hair and looked like he
might et out a Tarzan-inspired yell of frustration. When hewaved
adismissing hand and stomped out, Dana didn’t experience the
satisfaction she'd expected.

Danasniffed. “He’'saweird bird.” She paused. “And mad as
hell. Again. Have you given him ascan to seeif he has high blood
pressure? He looked about ready to bust a cork. He must have
health problems with saving people from tornados, rescuing
drowning boys, and interrogating suspected and obviously
dangerousburglars.”

Lucille grinned, her big smile warm and comforting. Most
people might consider Aunt Lucille unusual, but Dana figured
that’swhy she understood her so well. They both ran into strange
looks and uncomprehending stares on aregular basis.

Aunt Lucillenodded. “1 heard all about it.” She moved away
to the window and glanced outside. “ At least twice.”

Dana sighed and shifted, groaning when her muscles
protested. “ This hasbeen onelong day.” Shadows encroached on
the room. “What timeisit?’

“Fiveo’clock.”

“Oh, man! I’ ve been unconscious for that long?’

“Now don’'t get worked up. If Marshall comes back in here
and seesyou riled, he might worry.”

“Come back here? Worry about me?’ An alien concept like
this made no sense to Dana. She made a grunting noise that
sounded similar to Marshall’ strademark noise. “Hardly. He hates
my guts.”

Aunt Lucille turned away from the window and pursed her
lips in thought. Multi-colored bracelets on each wrist jangled.
“Drivel. You misinterpreted his mood, darling. Yes, he suspected
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you at first, as any good man of the law would have under
the circumstances.”

Dana had to give him that. “1 suppose so. It doesn’t explain
why he's so cranky all thetime.”

Aunt Lucillegazed outside asif she’' d decided to contemplate
the heavens. “He gets like that when he's mad. Or perplexed.
Frustrated. Or in your case, al of the above.”

“Great.” Dana sighed. “How did you find out | wasin
the hospital ?”

Lucille turned toward her again. “1 called the police station
when | realized your car was at the house, but you weren’t. Frankly,
my dear, | thought the tornado might have sucked you up.”

Rather than think about what had almaost happened, Danasaid,
“It dmost did. But it'sludicrous to think Marshall isworried about
me. “ She glanced at the clock. “I’ ve barely known him aday.”

“1 knew your uncle less than a week and | decided he was
the one for me.”

The insinuation made Dana twitch. “I hope you' re not
thinking what | think you’ re thinking.”

The door swung open and in walked aman about thirty years
old with startling silver-blond hair, and a smile that made him
look like he' d escaped from a male beauty pageant.

“Dr. Dawes.” Aunt Lucille beamed. “ Thank goodness. Will
you tell this girl to pipe down and relax? She's going to give
me an aneurysm.”

Reaching for her wrist, the doctor winked at Dana. “Giving
Aunt Lucilletrouble?’

If the man hadn’'t been so incredibly good looking, Dana
might have growled at him. “I’m not any trouble. Except when
I’ve had avery bad day.”

Dr. Dawes had a wicked twinkle in his blue eyes, one that
probably sent women into heart failureon aregular basis. “That's
what Marshall tells me.”



52 Denise A. Agnew

Aunt Lucillelet her handsfly up again, and Danawondered
when one of those jangling braceletswould fly off and sail across
the room. “ She won't listen. She's jumpy as arabbit in acage.”

“You would be, too, if atornado had almost peeled your skin
off,” Danasaid. “Can | leave now, doctor?’

“Afraid not. Besides the fact that Marshall would peel my
skin off if | let you go, | don't think it's wise. You've already
passed out twice today. | also understand you're still recovering
from pneumonia?’

“Yeah.”

“How long ago did the pneumonia start?”’

“ About four weeks ago. Maybefive. That'swhy I’'m on this
vacation. My agent suggested | take leave or else.”

She admitted to no one, least of all her worrywart mother,
that she didn’'t feel one hundred percent. Occasionally a nasty
cough would rattle her frame, taking her breath and turning her a
sickly shade of olive. Sometimes the spasms sent her running
into the bathroom and she had to fight not to lose her last meal.

The illness made it easy to explain why she couldn’t write
more than Chapter one of her new, as yet untitled horror novel.
People might nod and say they understood, but she knew deep
inside unless they’d had the same experience, they couldn’t
comprehend her frustration. She had to take charge of her problem
and she hoped a change in setting would do the trick.

Dr. Daweslooked pensive. “ You' re staying put until we make
sure there aren’t complications.”

“Whereis Deputy Do Right anyway?’ Dana asked.

“1 sent him to the cafeteria to get something to eat. | could
hear hisstomach growling clear acrossthe hospital.” He chuckled.
“Hewaswearing aholeinthefloor and driving the nurses batty.”

She could believe that.

Ashefinished her examination, she noted severa thingsabout
the man. Taller and thinner than Marshall, with thelanky build of
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arunner, Dr. Dawes possessed no animal magnetism whatsoever.
Why she noticed this, she couldn’t say. Maybe she realized it
because Marshall stirred hot, daring, and knee-buckling reactions
deep inside her. That didn’t mean, of course, that she couldn’t
force down dangerous impulses and keep away from Marshall.
No need to complicate her already busy and screwed-up lifewith
an incomprehensible interest in the man.

After Dr. Dawesleft, Aunt Lucille stayed until visiting hours
ended. Kerrie also visited as soon as she heard Danawas in the
hospital. Marshall, though, didn’t show hisface again that evening.

Danadidn’t like that. Not one bit.
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hapler 5

Dana couldn’t sleep. The hour grew late, and yet her mind
sped along like she participated in a grand prix. Cozy under the
blankets and quilt, sheinhaled and commanded her body to relax
fromthetoesup. Sheimagined asoft, green pasturewith frolicking
horses, floating butterflies, and the cheery music of birds.

Fifteen minutes later she lay wide-awake.

She'd had one day of recuperation at Aunt Lucille's home.
She' d tried working on a Chapter of her book, but to no avail.

Earlier that day a couple of older men from town, friends of
Lucille’s, arrived to board up broken windows until they could
bereplaced. Danadidn’t overdo, but she helped alittle. Dr. Dawes
had told her that if she overworked he'd hear about it and send
Marshall into give her adifficult time. He' d said it with ateasing
smile, and for that reason alone she didn’t believe him.

“Besides, it's not like Brennan Marshall gives arat’s butt,”
she said to the dark room.

Hehadn’t stopped by to see her at the hospital again, nor had
she expected him to come to the house. Problem is, you kept
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hoping to see him all day yesterday and all day today. Didn’t
you? Huh?Huh? Huh?

“Yes, damn it.”

But why?

Wind fluttered through the closed drapes, and Danarealized
the bedroom was chilled. Rather than huddle under the covers,
she dlipped out of bed and pushed back the curtains. Before she
could close the window, she saw something move bel ow and that
jerked her into total awareness. Every hair on her body seemed to
prickle and she froze. All her senses went on aert. Moisture-
laden air floated by in foggy tendrils, and the breeze stayed so
gentle she felt the dlightest touch on her cheek. Moonbeams
peeking between clouds gave the ground below an ethereal, eerie
radiance. Danaheld her breath as shelooked out the open portion
of the window. Scanning, she searched for any sign of human or
animal. Then she saw it.

A man scampered into the trees from the bushes alongside
the house. Heart hammering, she called out. “Hey, you!”

That’sit. Scare the bastard.

She slammed the window, wondering if her screech had
awakened her aunt. She hurried to the bedside table and picked
up the phone. Her aunt had installed fancy cordless extensions
all around the house that worked off a single telephone line.
As she dialed 911 she wondered if all the doors and windows
were closed. The 911 operator kept her on the line as she
reported the prowler.

Dana put on soft dlippers, then scampered out her bedroom
door. Asshecrept along, Danarealized her heart rate had propelled
into overdrive. I'm freaking crazy. What if he’'s down here? No,
he can’t be. | saw him outside and heading for the woods. She
turned on the hall light and then the light high above the stairs.

A bang echoed somewhere in the house and she let out a
gasp. “ Jeez!”
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Scanning the staircase and what she could see of the foyer
below, she started down.

She reached the bottom of the steps when the operator came
onthelineagain. “ The sheriff’s officeisbeing dispatched to your
area, Miss Cummings.”

Although the woman’s voice had asoothing cadence, Dana's
heart didn’t care; it banged against her ribcage in a panic she’'d
never experienced before.

A few seconds later, Dana heard another peculiar sound
coming from the basement. A groan? A soft moan?A gasp? Were
the ghosts trying to have sex again? She went still as deadwood
listening for atelltale sound. Another noise, like awoman in the
throes of sweet passion, came to Dana’s ears. The next sound
was|ouder, likeaman striving to reach thefinish line. The noises
grew in volume until they were unmistakable.

Sheblushed. Not that she’' d never heard other people having
sex before. In her first apartment, the peoplein the unit above her
had done the nasty at |east three times aweek at full wail. She'd
felt downright annoyed when the noise had escalated to bull
elephant status. It perturbed her no end when people didn’t
consider the racket they made.

Especialy when it seemed everyone was having sex except
for her.

“Oh, boy.” Cold air rippled over her, and she jerked around,
wondering where the breeze came from. She tiptoed toward the
kitchen, turning on lights as she went.

The 911 operator said, “Are you still there, ma am?’

Dana kept her voice at a whisper. “1 heard something
in the house.” She stopped at the kitchen entrance and
scanned the area. She heard nothing but her own breathing.
Zilch moved inside the room, though she speculated if
someone hid behind the kitchen island.

Determined not to succumb to total heebie-jeebies, she left
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the kitchen and went toward the front door. Her heart did a hop
skip as she moved along slower than a snail.

A shadow crossed the window coverings near the right side
of the front door, and she let out a startled gasp.

“Maam?’ The operator asked.

“I"'m here.”

“What's happening?’

“l saw a shadow move across the window.”

Thump!

“Oh-oh.”

“What'sgoing on?Areyou al right?’

“There was athump against the door.”

“Don’t open it unlessit’s the police.”

No shaving cream, Sherlock. Danawanted totell the operator
she had more brains than a bag of cashews. Then again, the
operator couldn’t know that. Crime programs on television
regurgitated shows featuring dunce heads doing stupid things.

Another bang hit the door, this time a steady knock, and
Dana's heart did a Roger Ramjet imitation. She stepped toward
the door, the phone gripped tight and her throat asdry as sandpaper.
Why hadn’t Aunt Lucille bought a door with a peephole in it?
She snapped on the porch light.

“Who isit?’ she asked.

“Marshall. Areyou al right?’

Relief slid through her like sweet honey and she let out a
thankful sigh. “ Thank God.” Though she recognized hisrough,
husky voice, she had to double check. “How do | know it’s
really you?’

“Don’t you recognize my voice?’

“Of course, but tell me something that only you and |
could know.”

“What?’ The incredulous note in his voice amused her.

“Miss, are you all right?” the woman’s voice on the
telephone asked.
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“Yeah, I’'mgood. | think. Just let me make surethe guy outside
isreally Brennan Marshall.”

“Dana, areyou talking to someonein there?” Marshall’svoice
sounded suspicious.

She' d better open the door before he broke it down. Still....

“Yeah, the 911 operator. Now what’s the password?’

A couple of Marshall curses issued through the door. “All
right. You’ ve got amole just under your right ear.”

Warmth spread through her in waves of unexpected pleasure.
He' d noticed that? Don’t get too excited, Dana. He might think
it'srepulsive. One boyfriend she' d had asked her why she didn’t
have it removed.

No doubt about it. No other man in town knew she had a
mole there. She slipped the chain loose, the deadbolt, and the
lock on the knob. “It’sthe law, operator. Thanksfor everything.”

Danaclicked off the phone before the woman could make a
sound. She opened the door.

Marshall stood there dressed in all black. Stocking cap,
turtleneck, jeans and boots. In one hand he held aslim flashlight,
in the other a weapon.

She allowed a sigh to escape and stepped back for him to
come inside. As usual, his trademark scowl made him appear
ready for afight and fierce. He shut the door behind him, shoved
the weapon in his holster, and gripped her shoulders.

Undeniable concern hardened hisfeatures. “ Areyou dl right?’

“I’m fine. You got the call?’

Hisforehead wrinkled atad as he frowned. He released her.
“What call?’

“I caled 911.”

“1’m off duty. IsLucilleall right?’

“She'sgreat sofar asl know. | can't believethisdidn’t wake
her up.” She explained what she' d seen and heard. “If 911 didn’t
send you out, what are you doing here?’
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Before he could speak, a sheriff’s car rolled up with lights
on but no siren.

“What in goodness name is going on here?’” Aunt Lucille's
voice came from the top of the stairs. “Marshall?’

Aunt Lucille came downstairs clad in a blue chenille robe
and fuzzy pink dlippers.

Danaexplained about the figure she’ d seenin thewoods and
Marshall said it was him.

The sheriff’sdeputy, arookiewith the wide-eyed enthusiasm
of ateen boy on hisfirst date, took copious notes. He seemed to
cringe under Marshall’s everlasting glare.

Dana wouldn’t admit it, but she'd rather have Marshall
investigating the prowler than the rookie.

“What areyou doing here, sir?’ the rookie asked when Dana
had finished giving details.

Marshall pinned hisno nonsense frown on the younger man,
and remained quiet for so long she thought he’d never answer.
He cleared histhroat. “1 was on a stake-out in the woods around
the house and saw some movement around the area.”

“Oh, my,” Lucille said.

“What did you see?’ Dana asked, apprehension running
through her.

“1’m not sure. It might have been a deer. Maybe a bear.”

“Oh, come on.” Dana crossed her arms and giving him her
best cynical gaze. “ You can’t tell me that aman who haslivedin
the woods as long as you doesn’t know the difference between a
deer and a bear.”

Tilting his head, he pinned her with a half weary, half
surprised gaze. “ Yeah, well, thistime| didn’'t seeit clearly enough
to be sure. And if it was abear | sure wasn't going after it.”

With anervous smile, she said, “Can’t say | blame you.”

For a nanosecond his dark, penetrating gaze swept over her
Big Bird T-shirt, down over her barelegs, and landed on her yellow
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ballet dippers. She thought she saw amusement, interest, and
maybe a little lust ignite in his eyes. To her mortification she
stared him down, knowing that he had to see how much sheliked
the idea. Damn and double damn and triple damn. | can’'t let him
think | want to jump hisbones. | can’t. Shejerked her gaze away.

Marshall removed his stocking cap and his hair emerged in
messy waves. One toss of his head and the miraculous strands
went back into place. Figures. She put money into agood cut and
hair products to achieve an effortless look. He probably washed
his hair, ran a comb through it, and grinned at the mirror. He
cleared histhroat, and Danarealized he' d caught her staring.

“If you two are done, | think I’ll put a pot of coffee on,”
Aunt Lucille said, a smile as wide as the Colorado River
creasing her face.

“Finished, Closky?’” Marshall asked the young deputy.

The deputy tipped his hat. “I’ll be patrolling the area.”

“That’scomforting,” Danasaid before she could stop herself.

Deputy Dog smiled, hisyouthful appearance nothing next to
Marshall’s clear, masculine authority. Therookieleft, closing the
door behind him.

Marshall put his hands on his hips. “Will you ladies be
al right?”

Aunt Lucille patted his arm. “We'll be fine. Thank you so
much for looking out for us. Areyou sureyou don’t want coffee?’

Marshall shook his head. “1t’ll keep me up al night.”

Aunt Lucille shrugged. “I won't be able to Sleep after this
anyway.”

Hisgazetraveled to Dana. “1 need to speak to Dana. Alone.”

Aunt Lucille headed to the kitchen, humming a happy tune
like nothing unusual had happened.

“What if somethingisout there?’ Danaasked, hating to think
about it. She shifted closer to him, asif hisbig, warm body could
keep her safe.



Marshall’s Law 61

His gaze warmed, landing on her mouth and staying there
for alingering moment. “You'll beall right.” He swallowed hard,
and shewatched hisAdam’s apple move up and down. Heinhaled
deeply. “And I'll be watching.”

Intense and hot, his evaluation made her nerves feel raw.
Shecouldn’t tear her gaze away from him. Hemoved astep closer,
and Dana enjoyed that nearness all the way through her body.
“Why did you come herein the first place?’

“l was...worried.”

“So you do believe Aunt Lucille.”

He lowered hisvoice. “ She might be an eccentric, but she's
not crazy. And neither are you.”

Gratification swept though her. She hadn’'t expected him to
give her the benefit of the doubt, even if he did believe her aunt.
“1 heard those, uh, sounds tonight.”

“People having sex?’

Hismatter-of-fact statement, laced with ahusky undertone, sent
ripplesof reaction over her skin. “ Full blown and with extravolume.
Not as noisy as aFourth of July fireworks display, but easy to hear.
I"'m really surprised Aunt Lucilledidn’t heer it thistime.”

“Did she say she heard it every night?’

Dana shook her head. “No.”

His face turned speculative and he looked around the huge
foyer and up at the crystal chandelier sparkling with light.
Pinpoints of color seemed to flicker through his eyes. “Did you
flip on al the lights as you went through the house?’

“Yes.”

“And you still heard the noises when you turned on the
lights?”

“Yes. Where are all these questions leading?’

Instead of answering her, he poured on more queries. “Did
the noises of people having sex get louder in any particular part
of the house?’
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She considered it. “ Just at the bottom of the stairs. Asif they
were going at it in the basement. Just like it would if real people
were down there.”

Nodding, he headed for the stairs. “Come on.”

Shivering, she descended the basement stairs, walking behind
him. Sherecalled thelast timethey’ d barreled downstairs, rushing
to avoid inhalation by tornado. The mad scramble and almost
falling backwards into his arms. What a strange time to think
about this. Get with the program and attend to business, Dana.

At the bottom of the steps, Marshall opened the door, flipped
on the light and stepped into the large room. When he stopped
she almost ran into him.

“What isit?" she asked.

He moved ahead, not bothering to answer her. One of these
days she would brain him for that nasty habit. She followed and
when they reached the heart shaped bed, she saw why he' d stopped
earlier. Red satin sheets and lace-trimmed pillows spilled acrossthe
surface like someone had dept here or perhaps made torrid love.

“Oh, boy,” she said.

He placed hishand on the center of the rumpled sheets. When
he glanced up his gaze showed a cross between cynicism and
amazement. “Put your hand here and tell me what you notice.”

As ordered, she laid her hand almost in the same spot he'd
touched. In surprise, she snatched her hand back from the sheets.
“It'sactually hot.”

“Like someone has been lying here.”

When helooked at her asif she might know something about
the condition of the bed, she decided on a swift retort. “Don’t
look at me. | haven't been down here in quite awhile.” Dana's
mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. “ Gives new meaning to the
saying, ‘burning up the sheets.’”

“Do you think Lucille would have a reason to sleep
down here?”
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“If you' reimplying what | think you’ reimplying—"

“Don’'t get defensive. Just answer the question.”

She swallowed another hot reply and continued. “She was
upstairsin her room when | heard the noises. You saw her appear
at the top of the stairs.”

He seemed to consider theinformation carefully. “When was
the last time you saw this bed made up?’

Dana shrugged. “I don’t know. | haven’'t looked down here
in at least two days.” She added an accusing tone. “I’ve been
recovering from the concussion and staying in bed.”

Right then, a cough caught hold of her, air rasping through
her dry throat. She covered her mouth and released a few bone-
rattling, wheezing coughs.

Marshall’s eyes narrowed. “You all right?’

“Never been better.” She gave him a weak smile. “These
coughs aren’'t as bad as they sound.”

After along pause, he nodded. His expression turned solemn.
“You're sure? Eric said you' d be okay.”

Her heart softened. “ Yes, thank you.”

He switched his attention to the bed and the moment
disappeared. “ Something fishy is going on here.”

“Tell me about it.” A chill swept through her at the idea
someone might have slept down here while sheand Aunt Lucille
had snoozed upstairs without a clue.

Marshall grabbed a knitted throw hanging over achair near
the bed and walked toward her. “You're cold.”

She didn’t know what to say to the truth. When he swirled
the throw around her shoulders, then tucked it close, she shook
with a different feeling. How could she read his mood when he
switched from brusgue to sweet in five seconds flat?

Dana huddled into the fabric. “Thank you.” Instead of
replying, he continued that unnerving assessment that she couldn’t
interpret. “What are you staring at?’
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“You.”

“All right. Me. Why are you staring at me?’

“1 was thinking you and Lucille should pack some things
and stay at your friend Kerrie's house.”

Startled, she gaped at Marshall like he’ dtold her the sky had
turned purple and that scientists had confirmed life on Mars. He
moved toward the stairs, but she caught up with him and grabbed
hisarm. He swung around and she stepped back to keep distance.

“Why do you think Aunt Lucilleand | should stay at Kerrie’'s?
Do you think there’'s something seriously wrong?”’

“1 don’t want to worry about you all the time, that’s why.”

Warmth flowed into her, and it sure didn’t come from the
cover bunched around her shoulders. “You're concerned about
my safety?’

Hemade anoise on ahigher notethan hisusual grunt. “ Damn,
but you ask alot of questions.”

Exasperation made her reach for his forearm again. “1 only
ask questions when people act like a stubborn ox and don'’t tell
me the whol e story. Come clean. You wouldn’t tell me to leave
hereunless...” A new possibility came to her, and it made her
release him. “Wait a minute. You don’t think | have anything
to do with this?” When he looked down and said nothing, she
received an ugly feeling. “Why you...you...how could you
believe that?”

That purposeful, stolid blaze entered hislook. “1 don’t know
you from Eve, Miss Cummings.” Marshall’s expression turned
speculative. “ Call Kerrie tomorrow morning and seeif she'll let
you bunk at her house.”

“I’'m not going.” Planting her hands on her hips, she
allowed the throw to slip from her shoulders and land at her
feet. Screw it anyway.

Heleaned in closer, hisstancethreatening, hiseyesdark with
demand. “You will if your aunt asks you to.”
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She gasped, and poked him in the chest with her index finger.
“You wouldn’t dare.”

“I would.”

Exasperated, she made a disgusted sound. “God, you're
unbelievable.”

Once again he turned and headed up the stairs. “Just do it.”

Dana chose to make a sound of protest, one that probably
came out childish. But the man made her so mad she didn’t give
two hoots. She stomped her foot and clenched her fists.
“0Oo00000!”
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Dana, | think Marshall isright,” Aunt Lucillesaid. “If you
stay with Kerrie, maybeyou’ll be safefrom whatever ishaunting
my home.”

Dana huffed. “He wanted both of usto go to Kerrie's. I'm
not leaving you here alone.” Dana settled into a chair in the big
kitchen nook. She took a sip of hot orange spice tea. “Now, are
you going to tell me what you think is going on here, or am |
going to haveto hurt you?’

The evening after Marshall had ordered Dana to leave, she
still hadn’t called Kerrie about staying with her. And she didn’t
plan to.

Lucille wore an eggplant-purple fleece turtleneck and
matching pants. Comfortable, yes. Ugly, yes. Totally Lucille, yes.
Lucille grinned like a little girl and poured water into her cup
over a peppermint tea bag. She moved to the antique Eastlake
table and sank into a chair. “Ghosts are taking things, moving
them around. My goodness, I'm lucky they haven't taken my
teeth.” Her gleaming grin took on new proportions. “They make
the most peculiar racket, you know.”
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“Your teeth or the ghosts?’

Lucille laughed, then lifted her cup. “The ghosts.”

“So, do you have any idea who the ghosts are? You must
have heard something about this old place before you bought it.”

“Well, yes. | didn’t say anything to you or your mother
because | didn’t really believe the gossip.” She waved a hand
to encompass the area. “1’ve got an open mind, but I’'m not
totally gullible, you know.”

“Of course not.”

“ Apparently, back in 1900, ayoung couplefell inloveinthis
house. You know, awell-to-do young lady, pauper-boy story. The
young man was a stable hand and he fell in love with the only
daughter of J. P. Nicholson.”

“Wait aminute. I’ ve heard about Nicholson. Didn’t he own
several businesses in town for years? Didn't he murder his
daughter and the stablehand?’

Aunt Lucille nodded. “ That’s the one.” She |leaned forward
and lowered her voice, as if afraid the ghosts might hear. “The
daughter and the stable hand had a tryst in the house while her
father was away. The father came home and caught the daughter
and the stable hand making love. Then he shot them both.”

Dana shuddered, imagining a tragedy staining the house
with itsvibrations. “Wasn’'t there amessy trial and Nicholson
lost everything?’

“That’s right. He committed suicide in his prison cell about
ayear later. The house had scads of ownersover theyears. When
| decided | wanted to move out of my other house and | took a
look at this one...well, | fell in love with the place. Didn’'t even
think about spooks. That’s one of the reasons the price wasright.
No one else wanted it, even though it's in good shape.” Aunt
Lucille turned her mug around and around, then heaved a sigh.
“The noises and the hot sheetsyou encountered | ast night certainly
give credenceto theidea of randy ghosts on the prowl. Someone
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or something was having sex on that heart-shaped bed last night
and it certainly wasn’'t me.”

Dana wanted to cringe. Talking with her aunt like this felt
too much like chatting with her mother about sex. “We don’t
know the sounds | heard or the bed sheets being messed up had
anything to do with ghosts doing the horizontal tango.”

Aunt Lucilleleaned forward and the steam from her cup rose
around her face. “Darling, I’ ve been around enough yearsto know
what it sounds like when people are making love. Sex wasn't
invented last year, you know.”

Heat rose into Dana's face, and she wondered if her nose
glowed like Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer. “Marshall probably
thinks we' re both Loony Tunes.”

“Surely not.” Lucille put let her hands up in her trademark
dismissal. “He felt the sheets and saw the bed was messed up. If
anything he thinks I’ m the one with walhuts for brains.”

Indignation rose in Dana. “He told you that?’

Lucille shook her head, an indulgent, warm expression on
her face. “Now don’t get all worked up again. The stress isn’t
healthy. You and Marshall need to take a chill pill.”

Dana almost choked on her tea. “ Chill pill?’

“Cool expression, eh?| learned it from Tabitha.”

“Tabitha?’

“She's Dr. Dawes nine-year-old girl. A real pistol.” A lock
of gray hair fell over her forehead, and she pushed it back as if
annoyed. “ A pain in the kisser sometimes, but she’sagood girl at
heart. Just has too much of her mother in her.”

“Dr. Dawesis married?’

Lucille shook her head. “No, she died about ayear ago. Sad
business. She took Tabitha out for some shopping in Casper. A
really bad snowstorm came over Aspen Pass. Really bad.”
Lucille's face clouded like the storm she described. She tapped
the side of the mug with onewell-manicured, shell-pink fingernail.



Marshall’s Law 69

“Fool woman came back over the pass when she should have
stayed in Casper. They did off the cliff.”

“Oh, God.” Dana’'s stomach lurched, a sick feeling
engulfing her.

“Exactly.” Lucille grimaced. “ Tabitha's mother, Eva, died
instantly. Somehow, by amiracle only, Tabithasurvived. She had
abroken arms and broken ribs.”

Goosebumps rippled over Dana' s arms as she imagined the
little girl trapped in the car, injured, with her dead mother beside
her. “1t’'s hard to believe she madeit.”

“Eric wasfrantic to find them when they didn’t come home
on time. Marshall went with the rescue team. He's a part of
the volunteer group. He rappelled down the cliff and found
Tabitha first.”

Danaagain imagined what it would be like to come upon the
horrible scene. “ At least the girl lived. Dr. Dawes had to find that
ablessing.” She knew she spoke the words to comfort herself,
too. “Losing both of them...”

“Yes.”

Dana felt Lucille didn't want to speak of it anymore, and
right now shedidn’t either. How could Eva have been so careless
with her daughter’s life? Dana's writer’s brain spoke too much
and showed too much. Horror might be her trademark, but she
only enjoyed the wild imaginings when they camefrom fictitious
experiences she created. Real life horror meant disaster and
unimaginable human suffering.

“Sounds like Marshall makes a habit of rescuing people,”
Dana said.

“Oh, yes. He'squitetheman.” Aunt L ucille cleared her throat.
“Enough talk about ghosts and Marshall. When are you going to
finish that new novel?’

Danaknew she couldn’t avoid talking about it. “I’m hoping
that bed-bouncing ghostswon’t get in theway of my inspiration.”
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“Yes, but why do you have ablock in thefirst place?’

Danashrugged, thentook asip of her cooling tea. “If | knew,
I’d get rid of the problem. Maybe | wouldn’t even be here.” She
knew she’ d said the wrong thing when her aunt’s face grew sad.
“1 didn’t mean that like it sounded. | want to help you discover
what’s happening in this house. You know that.”

Aunt Lucille's expression lightened. “1 know the last month
or so has been hard for you. You’ ve got so much to look forward
to, evenif it doesn't feel likeit right now.”

“Maybe I'm just a one-hit wonder. You know. Margaret
Mitchell. Harper Lee. Not that | think anyonewill think of me on
the level with those writers.” She took the last sip of her drink,
then headed to the kitchen sink. She methodically washed the
cup. “Only one book written. Pfft! Kaplooy!”

“No, darling. You' re more talented than you know. I’ ve read
your work and while | was never afan of horror, your book is so
well written. The characters are fresh, lively, inspiring. Scary as
all get out. | see you with hundreds of books over the years.”

Dana returned to the table, leaning forward and propping her
elbows on the gleaming wood surface and listening to the chatter of
birds outsidethrough the openwindow. A soft breezefiltered through
the butter-yellow curtains. Dana reached over and patted her aunt’s
hand. She marveled at how frail Lucille appeared, yet she knew
strength lay in her bones, muscles, and heart.

“You'rethebest, Aunt Lucille.” She smiled. “And don’t you
forget it.”

“Thank you.” Aunt L ucille seemed to brighten withthe praise,
and then she rose from the chair. “Now, | say we head out for
some serious shopping.”

Happy to see her aunt enthusiastic again, Dana liked her
proposal. “ Sounds great. For what?’

Aunt Lucille started walking toward the living room. “You
need a new party dress.”
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Dana paused in the kitchen doorway. “Why?’
“Because, my dear, you' re going to aparty tomorrow night.”

AsDanaand Aunt Lucille strode across the grasstoward the
community building close to the center of town, Dana noticed a
bush half obscured a‘do not walk on the grass' sign.

“Crud,” Dana said.

“What dear?” Aunt Lucille cameto astop under astreetlight.
Fog drifted across them with a cool mist that dampened the skin.

Dana shook her head. “Nothing. Let’s get this party over
with.”

Earlier that day, Aunt Lucille announced that Gregory and
Neal, her stepsons, had arrived in town. Danadidn’t like Gregory
oneiota, but Neal was good to Aunt Lucille.

Taking her niece’s arm, Aunt Lucille guided her toward the
wood double doorson the old log building. “1’ ve never seen you
SO negative. Are you certain something isn’'t wrong?’

“Other than the fact this hemline creeps up like thong
underwear and the neckline dips lower than the Royal Gorge?’

Aunt Lucille stopped again before they reached the door. Her
frown said Dana had pushed over theline. “Now Dana. Really! I
you didn’t like the dress, you could have said no.”

“Right. You would have nagged me until | bought this....”
She looked down at the velour. “This dress is for twenty-year-
olds with x-rated bodies.”

Danareached for the door and held it open.

AsAunt Lucillewent through the door she said, “ Darling,
you’re not serious. You' re just nervous. Besides, you have a
stunning figure.” They moved into the entrance hall. “Slim,
long legs—"

“Fantastic!” The deep voice made Dana jump about a mile.
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A tall, sandy-haired man in his late thirties stepped up and
engulfed Aunt Lucillein hisarmsfor ahug.

“Gregory!” Aunt Lucille hugged her stepson.

He wore brand new jeans and an expensive, startling gold
silk sweater. Huh. Probably matches his new Lexus.

She had nothing against luxury cars. Except when jerks
drove them.

Danahad never liked her stepcousin. Hisclosely-spaced eyes
ruined his classic cut nose and rugged jawline. Of course, she
didn’t dislike him because of his looks, but for the things he'd
said and done in his life. He gave her what she'd call an ‘icky
feeling’. Gregory’s new position as CEO of a computer firm in
Casper had inflated his already watermel on-sized ego. Hisbrother,
Neal, a lawyer in New York, was much nicer and easier to get
along with.

Gregory turned toward Danaand swaggered acouple of steps.
Shewanted to gag. Every movement of hispowerful body spelled
arrogance. Hisfalse charm and pretencesdid into aperson’s space
like alethal virus on the hunt.

“Dana, you look fantastic. What adress.”

Smarmy. Dana managed to stretch her lipsinto asmile. She
shook his hand to discourage him from hugging her. “Hello,
Gregory. Haven't seen you in along time.”

One tawny brow quirked, and histall, lean body seemed to
tense. “You're so far away in New Mexico. But now that you're
finally asuccess, I'm sure you don’t have time for asmall place
like Macon too often.”

Danawanted to spit, but said nothing.

Amazing how the man could take a compliment and still
make it sound like an insult. Dana wanted to make a rude noise.
“Undoubtedly.”

“IsNeal here?” Aunt Lucilleasked, patting Gregory’sarmin
that eternal mother gesture.
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Gregory gestured behind her and Neal strode acrosstheroom
asif he'd heard his stepmother’s call.

Smiling, Dana watched Neal approach with more pleasure.
At thirty hewasnineyearsyounger than Gregory, yet his outlook
seemed more mature. At five feet, eight inches tall and with a
wiry runner’s build, Neal didn’t stand out. His tan slacks and
light blue sweater went well with his silver blonde coloring. He
walked up to the small group with an engaging grin in place.

“Hey.” Neal waved. “| was amost late.”

He gave Gregory asmack on the shoulder that made hisol der
brother grunt, and then he wrapped Aunt Lucille in a huge hug.

Neal gave Dana a genuinely affectionate kiss on the cheek.
“Hey, Dana. | heard from some people in town, you had an
adventure your first day here.”

“Adventures. Plural.”

“Multiple barrels of fun,” Neal said.

“You could say that.”

“Not eager to tell usabout it?” Gregory asked.

Not you. Jerk. Shewanted to smack him with thetiny, beaded
black purse she'd left in the trunk of the car. No, that wouldn't
do. For ahead asthick as his she’ d need her trusty fanny pack.

Danahad learned from experience that if she told him about
her encounter with the tornado, he' d find some way of ridiculing
her. “1 think there's probably enough gossip flying about what
happened that day.”

“Did you hear some?’ Aunt Lucille asked.

“Not yet, but give it time. I'm sure I'll be hearing the fish
was this big.” Dana held her hands out so that fourteen inches
filled the space between her hands.

Gregory shifted and crossed his arms. “1 don’t know how
Mom stands it here.”

His booming voice carried well, and several people heard
him. Danasaw their expressionsof consternation and didn’t blame
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them. Annoyed with his boorish behavior, she couldn’t resist
asking, “Why areyou in town, Gregory? Other than anice little,
boring vacation.”

“1 wasready for alittletimeoff. Plus, I’ m hel ping abusiness
in town update their computer system. Place is about a decade
behind.”

Dana put her hands on her hips, and Gregory’s gaze shifted
to the velour encasing her body. She wanted to tell him to keep
his squinty gaze away. “ That must be a chore. I’m surprised you
subjected yourself toit.”

She knew her voice sounded sarcastic, yet she didn't care.
Gregory’s expression said he couldn’t tell if she teased him or
meant each word.

Before he could retort, several townspeople strode forward
to meet Dana. Sheriff Pizer, skinny as dental flossand dressed in
Western wear, tipped his Stetson in an old-world gesture. In a
deep voice heintroduced his equally thin wife.

“Mrs. Pizer is the chair for the committee that put together
this gala,” Aunt Lucille said, grinning as wide and strong as if
she’d won the prize at an auction. “She's also heading up the
end-of-summer picnic this week.”

“Will you be staying intown long?’ Mrs. Pizer asked Dana,
voice starchy. “We still need volunteersfor several of the booths
at the picnic.”

Dana wanted to grimace, but managed to hold back. She
didn’t volunteer when working on abook, but since shewas here
investigating her aunt’s house...what the hell?

“Are you chairing that committee as well?’ Dana asked,
injecting sweetness into her tone to eliminate her apprehension.

Mrs. Pizer sniffed. “No. Kerrie Di Mecio is
coordinating that project.”

Dana nodded in relief and satisfaction. “I’ll be seeing her
sometime tonight.”
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A young woman of about twenty-two strode up to the group.
Her attire included a western- style shirt, bolo tie, broomstick
skirt, crap-kicker boots, and a beautiful smile.

Danadidn’t trust the smile, for it camewith agaze that passed
over her, stopped, and assessed. Analyzed, Dana decided, as if
she saw an enemy. Theyoung woman had thick curlsthat cascaded
down her back in a porno-queen style. Her pale, clear skin and
dark brows made a striking contrast with her hair.

“Jenny,” Aunt Lucille said. “How are you? Dana, this
is Jenny Pizer.”

Jenny’sfingersfelt hot against Dana’ s and her grip verged
on painful. Dana slipped her hand from the other woman’'s
with urgency. Dana almost looked down at the Black Hills
gold ring on her right hand to see if she had permanent
indentations in her fingers.

Sheriff Pizer slipped his arm around the woman. “My
daughter.”

“1 hear you're going back to college this fall to complete
your degree,” Aunt Lucille said.

Jenny’s gaze zipped around the room and settled on Lucille.
“Sanford. University of Wyoming just wasn't the place for me.”

Mrs. Pizer’s smile took on self-assured proportions. “\We were
delighted when Jenny learned she’ d been accepted. Of course, we'd
loveit if she stayed in Macon, found a nice man and settled down.”

Jenny leveled a somewhat aggravated gaze on her mother,
then hid it under asmile.

“Good God, no,” Gregory said. “There aren’t any eligible
men in Macon for awoman with the brains to attend Stanford.”

Pig. Danaimagined braining him with the nearest chair.

“Oh, | wouldn’t say that,” Jenny said, drawling her answer.

Curious, Dana watched Gregory and Jenny’s gazes catch and
hold. A pricklingwarning stirred through Dana. Shedidn’t understand
where the feeling came from and shoved it aside as an aberration.
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“Want to dance, Jenny?’ Neal asked.

Jenny seemed to hesitate, her gaze skimming Gregory’sform
once before nodding. “Sure.”

Mrs. Pizer’snose seemed to wigglelikearabbit’sfor asecond
before settling back into its thin, hawk like demeanor.

Soon the little gathering broke up, and Gregory traveled the
room in search of conversation and no doubt female company.

Dr. Eric Dawes came by and appeared aimost edible in a
blue flannel shirt tucked into slender-fitting jeans.

“You look great,” Eric said to Danaafter kissing Aunt Lucille
on the cheek and then shaking Dana’s hand.

“Thank you, but | feel overdressed.” She scanned the room
and saw an abundance of women dressed in denim, suede; you
name it. Anything but velour.

Eric looked bemused, and she knew she’ d hit atopic women
understood all too well and most men tried to ignore.

Aunt Lucille rescued him. “She stands out in the crowd. |
think it'salovely dress.”

Danawanted to say conspicuouswasn't dwaysagood thing.
She directed the conversation another way. “Better watch that
flannel, Dr. Dawes. Everyone will think you're in competition
with Marshall.”

Eric laughed and his eyes held inner warmth. “I don’t even
see him here tonight.”

Dana tried not to feel disappointment at the news, but
it arrowed through her anyway. She kept a tight hold on
her expression.

“Come to think of it, he does wear a shocking amount of
flannel, doesn’'t he?” Aunt Lucille asked, tapping her chin with
her index finger. “Let’s see, Christmasisin afew months. We're
going to have to do something about that boy’ swardrobe, Dana.”

“We?" Danaamost squeaked.

Aunt Lucillewinked, thentook Eric’sforearm. “Comeon, dear,
let's have adance. The music seemsto have dowed to my pace.”
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Standing against the rough, log wall, Dana stared at the vast
room. Wallflower for the evening. Danadidn’t care; she' d rather
hang near the door and hope for an easy escape. She sighed.
Despite everything she'd heard about welcoming small towns,
shefelt the stranger through and through. Nothing fatal, of course.
Just boring and—

“May | havethisdance?’ Thedeep voicerolled over her like
silk and honey.

She hadn’t noticed the stranger’s approach from the side,
and when she gazed at him her mouth almost dropped open. Holy
Toledo. Incredible broad shouldersfilled hisnavy and red flannel
shirt. The rest of him had been poured into new blue jeans and
cowboy boots.

The devil on her shoulder asked, ‘What isit with the men of
Macon? Did they own stock in the flannel industry? The angel
on her other shoulder asked, * Who cares?At least they know how
to wear their jeans.’

His wild black hair, shiny and wavy, tossed about his
shoulders like he'd arrived in a windstorm. His angular face
defined rugged, utter masculinity. Dark chocolate eyes sparkled
with afire that made her breath hitch for a moment.

“Um...yes,” Dana managed to croak. “I’d love to dance.”

Asheled her onto the dance floor, she liked the way he kept
a respectful distance. Like he’'d wait to know a woman before
trying any funny business. Hiswarm, big hand cradled her fingers
and his other hand cupped her waist.

“1’m Logan Reece. I’'m agood friend of Brennan Marshall’s.
He'stold me all about you.”

Alarmbellspealed in Dana shead. “Hmm. That’sinteresting
considering he doesn’t know all about me.”

Logan’s mouth moved into asmall smilethat disappearedin
aflash. “Let merephrasethat. He said you'rein town for awhile,
living at your Aunt’s house.”
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“Ah, | see. How long have you known him?’

“Since high school.”

Yeah. When you were both gawky, pimply, awkward sorts?
As if! She doubted either man had experienced an awkward
childhood. Dana’s curiosity flamed. As they turned about the
crowded floor, she glanced around. No sign of Marshall.

“He’s not here.” Logan grinned, a sinful concoction that
no doubt drove women within inches of lunacy. To her surprise,
his handsome face didn’t fire either her imagination or her
libido the way—

Oh, no, Dana. Don't go there. You will not think of Marshall
that way now or in the future if you know what’s good for you.
Nada. Nein. Nope.

“Ishe on duty?’ she asked before she could stop herself.

Logan’s big shoulderslifted, then fell. “I’m not sure. For all
| know he might have a hot date.”

His grin teased, but her stomach did an elevator drop into
the basement. “Oh.” Severa moments went by before she spoke
again. “So Marshall mentioned me to you?’

“Yeah. Once. ThenAunt Lucillesaid you’ d be at thisparty. |
ran into her in the grocery store the other day.”

Oh, man! Aunt Lucille had already planned for her to attend
thisdance daysago. “ Oh, oh. She’snot trying to set you and | up,
isshe?

His thick brows went up. “Maybe. She did say she hoped
you wouldn’t be lonely while you were here. You looked pretty
unhappy standing against the wall.”

Nothing like being direct. “1 was bored.”

The dance ended, but another slow tune started and he kept
agrip on her hand. Shewent along, deciding his good humor and
pleasant personality far outweighed her stepcousin, Gregory. She
glanced at thesidelinesand saw Gregory eyeballing her and Logan
with astrange glarein his eyes.
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“Doyou livein Macon?" she asked.

“1 grew up on aranch outside of Macon. Now I’ m parked
in Atlanta for the time being. Marshall asked me to help him
with a case.”

Dana's suspicion-o-meter rose several degrees. “Don't tell
me you’ re a cop, too?”’

For the first time he appeared uncertain, and the doubt
flickered in hiseyesfor asecond before vanishing. “Not exactly.
Not anymore.”

“That case wouldn’t happen to involve Aunt Lucille and a
haunted bed, would it?’

Henodded, surprising her that he'd admit it so fast. Niggling
alarm went through her. “Wait aminute. He must think something
isdrastically wrong if he's asking for outside help.”

Logan’'s face went as stiff and immobile as a log. “You'll
have to ask him.”

“But he'snot here, and I’ m not that patient. Now you tell me
what’s up or | might have to hurt you.”

He laughed, a rich sound that rippled and flowed. “He said
you might tell methat. And you know, | think you probably could
hurt me.”

“1 will if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

“l can’t do that. Not unless Marshall gives me the go ahead
or tells you himself. It’s confidential.” He leaned in closer, and
his warm breath touched her ear. “I’m not going to say anything
in aroom full of people.”

“He'sright, Dana.”

Dana jumped, startled by Marshall’s sudden appearance
behind her.

L ogan released her, and they stood inthe middle of the dance
floor while other people boogied around them to afaster tune.

Marshall turned his attention to his friend. “Thanks for
keeping her out of trouble.”
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Logan gave Marshall an irreverent grin and salute. “My
pleasure.”

Dana planted her hands on her hips. “Keeping me out of
trouble?You make me sound like atoddler in need of corralling.”

Marshall shrugged asif to say, ‘if the shoefits'. Danastood,
open mouthed, asthe dancing, noise, and partying went on around
her. Logan, like adark phantom, faded into the crowd.

Marshall stepped forward and without preliminaries tugged
her close. Dana s handsfound purchase at his powerful shoulders.
Hisarmsdlid around her waist, and before she knew it he had her
plastered closer to him than peel on a banana. Taking a chance,
she gazed into hiseyes. Warm, sinful fluttersentered her stomach
and made her want to shift closer to him.

Shelicked her lips. “1 thought you had to work.”

“Just got off.”

“Did you really send Logan to keep an eye on me?’ She
wanted to feel indignation, but couldn’t.

“Not exactly. He said he' d be here, and because of your case,
he's keeping a close watch for strange activity. You qualify as
strange activity.”

“Thanks, Marshall. Remind meto write you out of my will.”

He nodded toward Aunt Lucille, who did a slow waltz with
an older man. “| really want him to keep tabson Lucille, but he'll
also keep awatch on you.”

He snuggled her against him, and it forced her armsto dlip
around his neck. Moments ago she’ d appreciated L ogan keeping
hisdistance. Now she allowed Marshall to presstight against her
from chest, to groin, to thighs, to knees. Dana shivered, but not
with cold or distaste. She stifled a groan of pleasure. Maybe she
could givein, for awhile, to the overwhelming physical attraction
churning in her gut. Perhaps one night of —

No!

Her excruciating relationship with Frank Bevans all those
yearsago had served to spoil her onmen for thelast several years.
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Besides, a one-time bed session wouldn’t solve the intermittent
craving she had for male companionship. She hadn’t known a
man’s lovemaking in almost ten years, but her body hadn’t
forgotten what it felt like. Something deep inside alwaysreminded
her of her sexuality and that she hadn’t lost her human needs
along with her broken heart. Danaeased away from old memories.
Her broken heart mixed with the shame and guilt she experienced
when she thought of Frank.

Not a good time to reminisce.

Marshall’sgaze slid down to her low neckline and heat filled
her face. He swept a heated glance over her that almost melted
her knees. Her feelings jumped from amazed to excited. Inhaling
deeply, she caught hiswarm, spicy scent. How can | think about
aman’s crazy-making sensuality at atime like this? But she did.
His eyes held a thousand mysteries and made her want his
protective embrace. Brennan Marshall inspired fantasies of satin
and velvet pillows piled high by aroaring fireplace, popcorn and
hot cider. She didn’t dare go further than that. Venturing deeper
into fantasy meant visions of him naked in bed. With her.

No. That went way over the top.

He nodded toward her neckline. “ That’s an interesting
piece of jewelry. | haven’'t seen too many women wear a
ring on a necklace.”

She almost touched her Dad’sring. “ Thanks.”

“Old boyfriend's college ring?’

Danalet out atiny laugh. “No. Not hardly.”

She half expected him to probe for answers like a good cop
would. Instead, he kept his mouth clamped shuit.

When Clint Black and LisaHartman sang about loveforever
more, Marshall moved her a little faster, drawing her into a
sinuous, sensua tempo. The man danced with a sexual rhythm
that sent her libido into trip-hammer overdrive. Continual heat
washed through her ashisbody slid against her in waysthat made
her want him.
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Stop, Dana. Don't give in to some odd hormone rush. It
doesn’t make any sense.

“Are you going to stare at me like that all night?’ she
asked in defense. “ Or do | have to drag that information out of
you, too?”

“Don’t try driving a hard bargain with me, Dana. Logan’s
here as a consultant. That's all you need to know.”

“What ishe? A psychic?’

Marshall closed his eyes for a moment as if he might lose
patience. When he opened his eyes, he dipped his right hand a
little lower on the material covering her hips. Any lower and he’' d
cup her butt.

She doubted he'd do that in public, but the hint of the
forbidden made her want to squirm. She made a tiny,
uncontrollable shimmy with her hips.

His hand moved back to her waist. Damn! Damn!

“lI don’t think he's got a psychic bone in his body,”
Marshall said.

“A sex therapist?’

Hejerked his head back almost as if she’d slapped him.
“What?’

Dana's hands slid down to his shoulders. “A sex therapist.
You know, they—"

“1 know what a sex therapist is.” His eyes narrowed, his
browslowered. “Why would you think Logan isasex therapist,
for God's sake?’

She shrugged. “Well, maybe we need someone to decipher
the noises coming from the heart-shaped bed.” She dragged her
gaze back to his and observed his heightened color. “Are you
embarrassed, Marshall?’

“Why would | be embarrassed?’

“You never know. A man your age might find the topic—"

“My age? How old do you think | am?’
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“Forty?’

He cursed softly. “ Thirty-six.”

“Keep your voice down. Someone will hear you.”

Marshall tightened his grip around her waist and she felt
nothing but a powerful chest and the unmistakable hint of
his...arousal. Oh, my lord. Thistime her face flamed.

“What's the matter?’ he asked.

“Uh, nothing.”

“Huh.”

“You know, | think “huh’ is universal man language. Guess
we haven't progressed that far from the cave.”

“Huh.”

“Seewhat | mean?’ Onceon aroll, though, she found she
couldn’t stop baiting him. She shifted gears. “Logan is a
striking man.”

He grunted. “I’ [l let him know you said that.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“How are you going to stop me?’

“l....” Shedidn’'t have a clue, and she almost whacked his
shoulder with her fist. “Don’t tell him.”

“All right.” Something challenging, angry, and yet excited
flew through his gaze. She saw it al and it made her stomach
tingle with equal urgency. “But it's going to cost you.”

Wary, she leaned back atad and glared. “What?’

“Don’'tworry. I’ think of something.” Hisnice, carved mouth
moved, intriguing her far too much as her gaze settled on hislips.

His suggestive tone took her off guard, and she performed
her automatic defense mechanism. Sarcasm. “Chinese water
torture? Spending time at another community center dance? Being
locked in the clink at the sheriff’s department? Hand cuffed?’

“Hand cuffing sounds like agood idea,” he said huskily.

Dana had already blushed about twenty times since he'd
pulled her into his arms. When she realized what he implied,
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heat washed over her. She almost gasped. She realized they’d
fallen head first into a sexual dance that involved more than
their bodies.

“You're avery naughty boy, Marshall.”

Marshall’swhiskered facetook on that lumberjack expression
she’ d seen the day she’ d met him. “ Areyou always so flippant?’

His hard tone cut through to the bone, and she flinched. She
knew she deserved it. “ Yes.”

“l don't believe that.”

She shrugged. “That’s not my problem.”

Anger prickled in his gaze and Dana knew she’'d fallen into
deep quiche. Hetook her arm and before she knew it, he’d drawn
her into a back room adjacent to a kitchen area. She had two
seconds to realize it was a huge pantry. The light flicked on and
then he closed the door.

Oh, boy, Dana. You're gonna get it now.
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hapter 7

(14
H ey, what areyou doing?’ Danaasked with asquawk. “You
seem to have thisthing for hauling women around by the—"

“Dana, be quiet, please,” Marshall said with a soft, raspy
tone that rippled over her skin and through her body. “Listen to
me for once. I’ m not going to hurt you.”

Her pulse triple timed and her heart pounded with
anticipation. What did he have in mind? Suddenly, she noticed
the pantry held an inordinate amount of peanut butter jars and
tomato soup. Sheinhaled various scents: spices, honey, flour. She
could almost taste each on her tongue and her stomach growled
inresponse. Stopit! Thisisridiculous. Now isn’t thetimeto think
about food, especially when almost two hundred pounds of pure
male has me cornered in a pantry.

“All right. I'm listening,” she said softly.

When he stepped forward, she moved back and bumped the
wall behind her.

His brow furrowed. “ Are you afraid of me?”’

“Well, let’s see. It’s not every day a man marches me off the
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dance floor and flings me into a pantry and closes the door.
Wouldn’'t you expect me to be afraid?’

When he put his hands down on either side of her head, she
almost jumped out of her skin. His hot gaze did aforay over her
dress, then back up to land with maddening precision on her
mouth. “1 didn’t fling you. | guided you. | never fling women
anywhere. But you should be frightened.”

A tingle of apprehension made its way up her spine. “What
are you going to do? Frisk me?’

His gaze hardened. Mistake! Mistake! Her mind shrieked.
Maybe she'd gone too far this time. She shivered, the cold wall
soaking through the velour like she was naked.

“If 1 was your Wile E. Coyote stepcousin out there, | just
might,” he said.

“Neal or Gregory?’

“You know which one I’'m talking about. Gregory. Now |
have afew gquestionsfor you, and | want some straight answers.”

She pressed her palms against the cool wall. The bumpy logs
behind her felt uncomfortable. But she' d endureit, evenif it meant
getting a splinter in her can. “Fire away.”

“Tell me more about Gregory.”

“You probably know as much about him as| do.”

“Does he have financial problems? Does he think Lucille
has money stashed in her house? A large bank account that he
could inherit if she suddenly died?’

The implications set her back, her heart taking a plunge at
the thought. “I don’t know. What are you saying? That you think
Gregory would...would murder her?’

“Anythingispossible.”

“Well, I don’t know. | haven’t got accessto hisbank account.
How should | know if he's got problem? You can be very sure |
have nothing to do with him most of the time.”

“Most of thetime.”
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She sighed, exasperated. “Is there an echo in here? That's
what | said.”

“So you' ve never had athing for Gregory?’

The wild idea that Marshall could be jealous ran through
Dana and gave her an odd jolt of pleasure. She smiled. “You're
kidding, right? A worm like him?’

“Doesn’t matter. Some people are turned on when someone
doesn’'t like them. Maybe he thinks you' re playing hard to get.”

Dana couldn’t believe the direction of the conversation. “I
don’t know what he thinks.”

Marshall’ swell-carved mouth tightened, and she could have
sworn she saw something different enter hiseyes. “ Areyou afraid
of him? Has he ever hurt you or threatened you?’

Startled, she answered quickly. “No. He's never hurt me.”
She realized Marshall had hit on something disturbing. “In the
past, when | was younger, he did scare me a couple of times. He
can be pushy and intimidating. He's greedy and amoral. Aunt
Lucille doesn’'t dways seeit, but | do.”

Hisentire body seemed to tighten, his muscles bunching and
hisface going cold with restrained anger. Helooked like hewanted
to hit something.

When he didn’t speak, her unquenchabl e desireto exasperate
himaroseagain. “Isthistheway you usualy interrogate suspects?’

One corner of his mouth dared to twitch. His jaw tightened.
“You’re not a suspect, Dana.”

“Okay, then, do you usually sequester women in pantriesand
trap them between your arms?”’

“No.”

“Then why am | so different? Some women might charge
you with harassment for something like this.”

“Would you tell Sheriff Pizer I'm harassing you?’

She contemplated the idea, but it didn't sit well in her
stomach. No need for him to know that. “Maybe.”



88 Denise A. Agnew

“1 don’t believe you. One, you know I’ d never hurt awoman.
Two, you know | have Lucille' sbest interestsat heart. Three, you
know none of the other officersin the sheriff’s department would
believethat heart-shaped bed story.” Soft and sincere, Marshall’s
voice made her believe. “ And | want you to remember how easily
aman could harm you. I’ ve got you trapped in this pantry, and
I’m between you and the door. Don’'t ever let a man get you in
this position again.”

Hiswarning made her blood chill. A ripple of fear made her
shrink back.

Remorse altered his expression, and he brushed her cheek
with gentle fingertips. “Cold?’

“Alittle.”

His gaze coasted over her dress, and an appreciative smile
flitted over hislips. “I can see why.”

Dana shivered again, her palms still flat against the wall.
“The dresswasAunt Lucille€' sidea, not mine.”

He took in her neckline, her breasts, hips and legsin a way
that trailed pure fire. His obvious interest reheated her blood. “I
like her taste.”

Time seemed to hang like a bird riding athermal, lingering,
floating. She could hear the sexy wail of asaxophonethrough the
walls, and wondered if she’'d entered la-la land where anything
can and did happen. If Danathought she' d felt heat before, nothing
compared to the undeniable tension she experienced whenever
she came near him. Dangerous, very dangerous. Her mind
screamed a warning while her heart sammed in her chest. Why
else could one burly, tough-as-cowhide cop make her want to
hold him all night long?

A sweet languor spilled through every sinew as she took in
hisrapt expression. No. | have to beimagining it. The man looks
like he wants to eat me up with a spoon. Wild, uninhibited
tenderness made her lean afraction closer. Was hismouth closer?
Oh, man. He looks like he wants to kiss me. Her lipstingled.
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Suddenly he moved back alittle, cupping her shoulders. “1I’m
sorry | was alittle rough on you just now.”

Dana had never seen a man so capable of playing the hard-
nosed cop one minute, then turning into a concerned teddy bear.
“No sweat. It'snot every day acop pinsmetoawall ina....” She
looked around. “ A pantry fully of peanut butter and tomato soup,
by golly.”

Hegrinned, then reached in hisrear jeanspocket and retrieved
his wallet. He extracted a business card and held it out to her.
“Here. My office, home and cell phone numbers are on it. You
hear or see anything suspiciousat L ucille’' shouse, you call me. If
you think there’'simmediate danger, call 911 instead. All right?’

Dana gazed at the card like it had a disease. Finally, she
snatched it from his hand. With a grin and awink she tucked it
into the neckline of her dress and into her bra.

Marshall’s gaze snagged on her breasts until she cleared her
throat. She saw heat crawl up his neck and into his face and had
the perverse pleasure of knowing she' d rattled his cage.

He swallowed hard, then opened the door. Dana stepped
through, almost running into Kerrie.

“Hey, thereyou are.” Kerrie grinned and hugged Dana. She
tossed Marshall ateasing grin. “Hi, big lug.”

To Dana's complete surprise, Marshall cracked a face-
splitting grin and wrapped Kerrie in a close hug. Curiosity and
another emotion Dana refused to acknowledge jumped up and
bit her. Maybe Kerrie hadn’t told her the whole story about her
relationship with Marshall. The idea her friend might have the
hots for Marshall and vice versa burned a hole straight through
her gut.

“How’s things?’ Kerrie asked them as Marshall let her go.

Marshall glanced from Kerrie to Dana with a sardonic
expression. “Aswell as can be expected.”

Kerriedidn't look convinced. “Uh-huh. | heard you guyscame
back here.”
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Danafelt the heat of embarrassment, certain that Kerrie and
others thought she’ d come in here to rendezvous with Marshall.
“We were talking about Aunt Lucille's haunted bed.”

“Did you cometo any conclusions?’ Kerrie asked.

Marshall brushed by Danaand Kerrie. “ Nothing we can agree
upon. I’ve got thingsto do, ladies. I’ll seeyou.”

“Oh, before you go out there, Tommy is here. Hismom and
dad wanted to thank you again for saving hislife,” Kerrie said.

Marshall’ srelaxed expression went back to stony. “Hedoesn't
need to thank me. | was doing my job.”

“Tommy has a present for you,” Kerrie said. “And | think
he' d be very disappointed if you didn’t talk to him. He might not
understand.”

Marshall’s shoulders tensed, as if she’d hit him with
something. “1 can’t help it if he doesn’t understand.”

Shocked at hisinsengitive behavior, Danaglared at him. “He's
just aboy, Marshall.”

He seemed to sag under a great weight, his demeanor
changing to doubt. “Of course. | wasn't thinking. I’ll see you
later.” He turned away and went for the door, but stopped with
his hand on the doorknaob. “Remember what | said, Dana.”

Kerriepeered at her once he' dleft. “What wasthat all about?’

Dana started for the door. “It's along story. Come on. I'll
buy you adrink.”

Back in the thick of the party, though, Dana saw something
that made her stop.

Kerrie amost bumped into the back of her. “What isit?’

Dananodded toward one corner of the room where Marshall
stood with Tommy and his parents. While Marshall shook the
parent’s hands, the boy gazed up at Marshall with clear hero-
worship. Theboy spoke, and Marshall’s stern expression dissolved
into agenuine warm grin.

Dana’s breath caught in her throat as Tommy handed Marshall
awood carving of an animal. It was too far away for Dana to see
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what type of animal. Marshal turned the object over in his hand,
ingpecting it, hisgrin widening. Then he got down on his haunches,
bringing himsalf down to theboy’slevel. When hedrew theboy into
his arms for a hug, Dana saw something that looked like genuine
happiness mixed with unbelievable pain cross Marshal’s face.

Sympathetic tears stung Dana's eyes as she absorbed the
implications of thelittle scene before her. So Marshall did havea
soft side. Thisfact made Danaglow deep inside, filling her with
afeeling of admiration she didn’t want to acknowledge.

“Wow,” Kerrie said.

“Yeah,” Dana whispered around the hard lump forming in
her throat.

Danawatched asKerrie cruised her living room, straightening
things with the age-old habit installed in her by her neat-freak
mother. They waited for the kettle in the kitchen to scream. A hot
cup of tea would go a long way to curing what ailed Dana. At
least she hoped it would.

She'd told her aunt she needed some quality time with her
good friend. Aunt L ucille said she’ d ride home by way of Gregory
or Neal, because she had no intention of leaving the party yet.
Anxiety had crept through Dana about her aunt’s welfare, but
Kerrieinsisted the older woman would be fine.

As a punctuation mark to her bizarre evening, Dana noted
before she | eft the revelry that Marshall and his sidekick Logan
had already disappeared from the party.

Dana felt at ease for the first time tonight. Nothing like a
good old-fashioned girl talk session to clear the brain. The kettle
wailed and Kerrieran to maketea. She came back afew moments
later with steaming, huge mugs. As sheglided into theroom, Dana
couldn’t help but admire her friend.
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Kerrie's commanding presence, all six-feet of her, always
made Danafeel likeamidget. Not that five feet, six inches came
closeto short. Danatried to stop comparing herself to others, but
she hadn’t reached the mark yet.

Dana self-consciously tugged down the dress, something
she’d been doing all evening. Now Marshall’s business card
seemed to burn her breast and itch at the same time. But she sure
wasn'’t going to reach in her braand pull out the card.

Kerrie stopped bustling a moment, sagged into a recliner, and
took asip of tea. She pushed astrand of her long, straight blonde hair
away from her face. “If you watch over this placewhen | head off to
Jamaica soon, it’ll be great knowing you're here.”

“Oh, yeah. Watching over this beautiful house would be such
ahardship.”

Kerrie laughed. “No wild parties while I’'m gone, en?”’

Kerrie's laugh cheered Dana to the core. Maybe Kerrie
could heal while she traveled. She tried to imagine the
tremendous pain Kerrie had experienced when her husband
had been killed last year.

Tearswelled in Dana's eyes, but she forced them back. “No
wild anything. I’ m looking forward to quiet and qui eter. Just what
| need to get rid of this block.”

“1 think you'll find plenty around town to rejuvenate your
muse. Any ideas why you' re stuck?’

“I’'m dried up. R and R isin definite order.”

“Soyou don’t plan on doing actual writing whileyou’ re here?
Just absorbing?’

Dana shrugged. “I might just soak up atmosphere. If the
writing comes, it comes.”

Kerrie scratched her long nosewith acarnation-pink polished
nail. “I thought you said discipline isimportant?’

“It is. But this is more a vacation, vacation rather than a
working. You know what | mean?”’
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“Your way with wordsisincredible. Vacation, vacation.”

Puffing up like a proud hen, a silly grin curving her lips,
Danasaid, “That’swhat I’ m paid to do. Entertain with words.”

“Well, | don’t think you'll be disappointed in Macon for
inspiration. It’'s got enough character for awhole library.”

Dana snickered. “Don’t | know it? If the last few days are
any indication, I’d say I’ ve done well to survive the hospitality.”

Frowning, Kerrie took another sip of her tea, then put the
mug down on a cork coaster on the side table next to her chair.
“So what do you think?’

Dana uttered a weary sigh. She leaned her head back.
“ About what?’

“Him.”

“Nothing like being clear. Who?”’

“Brennan Marshall. Intriguing man, no?’

Dana's insides did a double flip. Tonight’s close encounter
had escalated her libido into Indianapolis Five Hundred status.
She reached for her Dad's ring and rubbed the precious metal
with nervousfingers.

Kerrie waved a hand. “Earth to Mars, is anyone home?’

Flipping Kerrie an irritated look, Danasaid, “He's arrogant,
opinionated, and he dislikes me as much as | dislike him.”

Kerrie's eyes narrowed to dlits. “That’s rather strong.”

Dana shrugged. “Well, he disliked mefirst.”

A sigh parted Kerrie's lips. “ That was a misunderstanding.”

“Hah!”

“You know your Aunt Lucillewouldn’t like him if hedidn’'t
have agood heart and neither would I. You’ ve seen how good he
iswith her. And that little boy Tommy?He saved hislife and was
so modest about it.”

Dana understood all right. The way he'd taken care of the
little boy had filled her admiration. She'd only experienced that
kind of excitement around a man one other time. That situation
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had ended in disaster. A thousand pieces of her heart had littered
the ground like confetti when Frank had | eft.

Still, Danacouldn’t stop visualizing theworry on Marshall’s
facewhen he' d pulled the boy to shore. Top that off with theidea
that Marshall might have died saving him, and Dana sgut clenched
in reaction. No. She wouldn’t think about it. Not now, not ever.

Kerrie blew an errant piece of hair off her forehead, then
leaned forward. “You haven’'t known him long enough. Dana,
I’ ve never seen you thisjudgmental.”

Before she could stop herself, Dana said softly, “I’ ve never
met a man like him before.”

“Oh.” One blonde brow twitched. “1 see.”

“You see nothing.”

Kerrielaughed. “He's pretty intense, isn't he?’

Crossing her legs, Dana pursed her lips and put an index
finger to her chin in a thinking pose. “Gee, | dunno. I’d say
growling about once an hour might qualify asintense.”

Another set of giggles escaped Kerrie. “You' ve caught him
during some bad times. You don’t know the whole story.”

“And | suppose you're going to tell me?’

“You want to see me live through next week? Marshall will
kill meif I tell you.”

“See, that’s what | mean. Why would he treat a friend like
that if he were so freaking nice?’

“You' ve seen how he treats me.”

“Yeah, I’ ve seen. Likeyou’' re a Faberge egg.”

Kerrie propped her sandaled feet on the coffee table.
“Jeal ous?’

“1 thought you said there was nothing going on—"

“No, no.” Kerrie flapped her handsin dismissal. “But | saw
your reaction when hewas hugging me. You shot not only daggers
my way, but | think if you’ d had a sword you would have cut off
my head and his uh...you know.” Kerrie's golden laugh trickled



Marshall’s Law 95

free again and one lock of her hair flopped across her eyes. She
pushed the strand away, holding her hair back in a bunch for a
moment beforeletting it cascade back to her shoulders.  Granted,
he's not easy to know. He's deadly serious with hiswork. Not a
man to cross.”

“You're telling me.”

“You're a writer. Maybe you should take notes about his
personality. Could make agreat character in anovel someday.

“1’m not curious enough to take notes.”

Dana stood, ready to run from the conversation, frightened
of how easily Kerrie read her. Instead, Dana reached for the nut
bow! and grabbed ahandful of cashews. As she snacked, she paced
behind her chair.

Kerrie reached for her tea, shifted to the couch, and put her
legs up.

Dana wished she could relax. Her nerves were stretched to
the bursting point.

“I’ve known him since we were kids. So I've had a lot of
time to see hismillion sides,” Kerrie said.

“Sounds alittle multiple personality to me.”

“Maybe two persondlities. People either hate him or love him.
Doesn't seem to be any in between. | happen to bein thelove camp.
He just cuts the meat and doesn’t stop to dribble steak sauce. Not
everyone can handle that. Hisjob requires quick action, and | think
he is awise-ass when he believes a person isbeing stupid.”

Rubbing her templesagain, Danasighed. “ Soif he'ssodl fired
wonderful, how come you didn’t bag him azillion years ago?’

“We renot about that.” Kerrie plunged onward, her eyesalive
with amusement. “He's like my brother. He's wicked and funny
and cares about things so deeply | think he teeters on the edge of
caring too much. I’'m not amatch for him, and he's not for me.”

“Humph.”

Kerrie's grin turned conspiratorial. “You might be the first
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woman I’ ve known who didn’t get an almost immediate crush on
him once they’d met him.”

Dana made a disgusted sound. “You’ ve got to be kidding.”

“Haven’'t you noticed what a hunk he is?” Kerrie made a
sweeping gesture with one hand.

Danashrugged. “He'skindaplain, actually. Ordinary even.”

“Plain? Ordinary? Girlfriend, where are your eyes? He'sbuilt
with abod to diefor.”

Unwilling to admit that she thought he looked beyond good,
Dana sneered. “Hisfaceis sort of...I dunno...almost baby cute.
No, that doesn’t quite explain it.”

Kerrie threw her head back and laughed. “In his own way
he's striking, Dana. Women |’ ve talked to say he's got this...this
pal pabl e heavy-duty masculinity. A sort of raw animal magnetism
that reelsthemin.”

“For thekill, yeah.”

“That'snot it. Maybeit’s his passion. He lives each moment
and gives everything he can to something he believes in. How
many people do you know who can say that about themselves?’

Danawinced. Shewasall too aware of her own shortcomings.
“Practically no one.”

Silence envel oped the room while Dana stewed. A niggling
thought entered her consciousness, prickling like an irritating
feather applied to the bottom of her foot. What if | don’t like him
because he turns me on? Because my hormones don’t give aflip
what | think of his personality. Bah!

“Are you sure you don’'t want to move in here with Lucille
while I'm in Jamaica?’ Kerrie asked after a lengthy silence.
“Think of al the peace and quiet.”

“I didn’'t even bring my lap top.” Danatook afew stepstoward
thefoyer.

“So write in the sunlight with pen and paper. Haven't you
ever done that?’



Marshall’s Law 97

Dananodded. “1 prefer my keyboard. If | writeit out, | have
to typeit all into the computer later.”

Kerrie gave her a ‘aren’t you a lazy wench’ look. “So?
Wouldn't you rather have good writing you could use? Aren’t
you afraid the muse will hit and if you don’t writeit down you'll
missit?’

Dana stopped at the hall tree and retrieved her light jacket.
“Areyou sureyou're not awriter?’

Kerrie pushed back her hair again. “No, but | know you well
enough to realize this writer’s block won't last forever. You just
need time to discover what is blocking you. | think if you spend
time with pen, paper, and nature, you’'ll write again.”

A strong upwelling of emotion made Dana's eyes water, and
her throat tightened. Not being able to write was damned hard
work. She knew all she had to do was sit down and write and
somehow theright wordswould evolve. Danalooked at thefloor,
not wanting her friend to see how shefelt.

She shrugged into her jacket. “ Thanks for the advice,
Kerrie. You're a good friend. I’ d better hit the road before it
getstoo late.”

As Dana opened the door, Kerrie turned on the porch light.
“Ten o’ clock sharp tomorrow. Booth twenty. You forget and your
butt is mine.”

Danalaughed and waved as she unlocked her car door. “I’ll
be there.”

The car ate up the road as Dana headed down Kerrie's long
driveway and into the night.

Sighing to rid her body of tension, she peered into the
darkness. Kerrielived out in the country past Aunt Lucille, onthe
sameroad, and the lonely night seemed to swallow everythingin
blackness. Dirt road ran beneath her wheels, dust flying into the
headlights like particles of snow. She hadn’t gone far when she
saw headlights approaching from the rear. She ignored them.
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She thought forward to tomorrow’s town fair and the booth
she’d promised to man. Good old Kerrie had refused to give
details, saying that any money produced by the booth went to
charity. Dana knew the fair needed help, and if Kerrie said she
needed assistance, Danawouldn’t deny her. Still, Kerriewouldn’'t
be above mischief.

Suddenly, lights blinked in the rear view mirror, blinding in
intensity. She glanced into the mirror and saw the car behind her
barreling like crazy toward her.

“Shit!” Her heart legpt upward and jammed somewhere around
her throat. “What the hell doesthisguy think he' sdoing? Fine, moron,
goaround me. I’maready going over thespeed limit. | hopeMarshall
pops out of the woodwork and nails your ass.”

Before she had a chance to become frightened, the car
rammed the rear bumper with incredible force.



Marshall’s Law 99

hapler 8

Dana cursed as the impact snapped her head back and Bertha
swerved. Fighting the wheel, sheignored the twinge in her neck.
Dana'scar lurched again asthe crazy person behind her smacked
the vehicle with a powerful blow.

Another bone-rattling crunch sent Bertainto asidewisetwist.
Dana's heart slammed as shewrestled her car into astraight form
on the narrow dirt road. Tires crunched rock and bounced over
thewashboard surface. Danapoured on the speed, cramming down
the urge to scream. Her throat tightened until she rasped, shivers
of terror threatening to overrule her ability to cope. Struggling
with overwhelming fear, she reached for courage.

With alast, murderous push, the car behind her sent Bertha
into aspin. Dana scar careened to theleft, fishtailing. The steering
wheel wrenched from her fingers and the car bounced like a
demented Mexican jumping bean off the road and down the long
embankment toward the trees.

Danadidn’t scream. Instead she cursed and cursed as Bertha
bucked like awild horse and plunged over rocks.
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That'sit. Bertha's had it. I’ ve had it.
The car hit atree near the bottom of the steep embankment,
wrenching her body like arag doll.

Lucille’'shouselooked calm tonight, but Marshall didn’t want
to leave. Closky parked a ways down the road to intercept any
cars that approached. Although off duty, Marshall had decided
he'd check around the house before he left. Now he sat in the
Grand Cherokee in front of the house and wondered if he'd lost
his mind. He' d gotten Sheriff Pizer to put Closky on Lucille's
house full time for a couple of nights. It took some finagling.
Marshall had explained he suspected prowlers were menacing
Lucille, and he’ d never mentioned the bed that made noises. He
didn’t want anyone thinking Lucille had flown the chicken coop
without al her feathers.

He gritted histeeth as he remembered therest of the evening.

He couldn’t believe he'd danced with Dana. Number one,
being anywhere near her caused his heart to beat in ways that
threatened his sanity. Second, he couldn’t believe he’' d pulled her
into the pantry. He wouldn’'t have been surprised if Pizer called
him into his office and told him to turn in his badge and gun
pending an investigation into sexual harassment charges.

No. He hadn’t sexually harassed Dana.

Yet, when he' d stood near her, had her in hisarms, he’ d amost
lost control. Almost dipped down to taste her lips. Face it, sport.
You wanted her in that pantry so you could get her alone.

God, but he'd been tempted to gather her closer. But this
time not to dance.

And theideaof Gregory touching her made hisgut clenchin
anger. He held the steering wheel tight, staring into the night. He
wished he could stop the unsettled feeling gripping him tonight
after he left Dana and Kerrie at the party.
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Seeing Kerrie had been a relief. With Kerrie he felt
companionable and safe. Nothing sparked between them like a
firestorm. When he got within afew feet of Dana Cummings, the
world seemed to light up with an earth-shattering energy he
couldn’t escape.

He'd tried to understand, other than pure animal attraction,
what he felt for her. He liked her intelligence, wit, and fortitude
under pressure. She also drove him nuts with her demands, her
barbs, and her mistrust of him.

His suspicionswere raised when he saw Gregory and Neal at
the party. Both men didn’'t make it into Macon often. He'd
wondered right away if Gregory had a plot going to drive sweet
Lucille insane. Not that it made sense for Neal. The man didn’t
seem to possess a greedy bone in his body. He would question
both men and discover if they had any part in the odd happenings
at Lucille's house.

Thoughts of Dana intruded again. She might drive him
bonkers with sexual urges, but long ago Marshall realized he
couldn’t trust his instincts when it came to women. As he
simmered in thoughts of Dana’s flaming red hair and taunting
eyes, he paid little attention to the squawking radio. Wrenching
his traitorous mind back to business, he stared into the night.

Dana groaned as an ache passed through her body, the
sinking and settling of the car trembling into her skin, her
bones, her innards. She heard the rat-tat-tat of the engine asit
sputtered to an end. Creaks and groans coursed through Bertha
like adying person.

Danacursed. “Fifthly, stinking, ass, creep, jerk! The bastard
has killed my car!”

Get over it. You're still alive, aren’'t you?
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She hadn’t blacked out, but her entire system felt shocked
by the impact. She opened her eyesand gave herself amoment to
assess damage. From the splintered windshield, slight upward
tilt of the dash, and the crooked way the front doors hung on the
car, she knew the vehicle was totaled.

An odd calm swept over her, asif she had nothing to worry
about but the anger bubbling through her. She shifted her arms
and legs slowly. Nothing seemed broken. Full realization she
survived the crash sent relief washing through her. Then a new
fear stabbed her. What if that butthead is out there watching?

Shetried to smilearound her trepidation. “ Thisisafinemess
you'’ ve gotten yourself into, Cummings.”

Danainched her body around to gaze into the darkness and
groaned as a muscle in her back protested. She didn’t see any
headlights. Good. Still, shedidn’t feel safe. Should she play dead
and stay inthe car until help could reach her? Someone had meant
to either hurt her or kill her, and if they watched nearby, they may
already realize she'd survived the crash.

She couldn’t see much in the darkness, but she unbuckled
her seatbelt, fumbled through the glove compartment and found
her cell phone. Marshall. She needed him now. She slipped the
business card from her bra and squinted into the darkness, trying
to seethetiny letters. Lucky for her the moon rose high and almost
full, affording enough light for her to read. She dialed his cell
phone, hoping she’' d picked the right number to reach him. He
could be anywhere. Her fingers trembled as she put the phoneto
her ear and waited onering. Two rings. Threerings. Four. Please,
please. Answer.

“Marshall.” He barked the word out, startling her.

“It'sDana.” Her voice cracked. “I need your help.”

“What? Where are you?’

She gave him the location. “There’'s been an accident. I've
been run off the road, and | hit a tree. I’'m not sure the bastard
who ran me off the road isn’t still lurking around.”
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Marshall spilled a couple of vehement expletives. “Are
you hurt?”

“No. No—"

“Don’t move, don’t get out of the car and stay quiet. Do you
see anybody around?’

She looked around and nothing but moonlight and darkness
greeted her. “No. Maybe he's not here.” Dana thought she heard
noises in the background, then the roaring of an engine. “Where
areyou?’

“In the Cherokee. Don't hang up. I'll be right there. I'm
putting the phone down while | radio thisin. Don’t hang up.”

“Yes, sir,” she said feebly as she heard noises in the
background.

Lessthan ahalf minute later, though, the cell phonelet out a
beep, amost vaulting her off the seat in fright. Trembling, she
looked at the display on the phone.

“Oh, great.” Low battery. “ Of course! Of course!”

Then, as shewatched, the phone blinked out. Served her right
for not remembering to chargethething. A full range of expletives,
minus editing, spewed from her lips. When she felt somewhat
better, she stopped.

Minutes passed as she waited for Marshall. She didn’t like
feeling thishelpless, and decided if the maggot who' d run her off
the road came near her, she'd break his neck. As the seconds
passed claustrophobia entered her and she fought to hold it back.
Trapped like arabbit in a cage, she imagined eyes watching her
from the woods, waiting...waiting....

The predator would spring out and—

“Stop!” She couldn’t let her imagination turn her into
aweenie. Fear remained high, trickling into her system with
aflight or fight response. Could her intuition be trying to
tell her something?

Maybeleaving the car wouldn’t hurt. Danatried thedriver’s
sidedoor and found it wouldn’t budge. She grunted as she pushed
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with everything she had. Nope. Crawling over the middle console,
she attempted to open the passenger side door.

“Bertha, | swear if you don’t open—" The door protested
with a wretched sgqueak, and she pushed it wide open. “Thank
you, thank you, thank you.”

From the direction of town, lights bounced down the road,
and she stiffened in apprehension. It could be the person who'd
wanted to make road pizza out of her. Better to stay near the car
in case she had to lock herself inside. No. If they came near she
could run, not betrapped in the car. Wait. What if they caught her
when sheran?

I ndecision played seriousgameswith her mind asthe headlights
came nearer. Well, at least | have two choices. Barricade or run.

Danawaited, strung on ahigh-wire tension she thought would
make her scream. Quivers raced across her body in the cold
mountain air. She rubbed her arms.

Marshall’s car roared to a stop at the top of the
embankment, and she heaved asigh of relief. She’ d never been
so happy to see anyone.

Marshall jumped from the vehicle, first-aid kit and flashlight
in hand. At a speed that looked dangerous, he slid down the
embankment. When he reached the bottom, Dana wanted to run
to him. Instead, she stayed with her butt propped against the
passenger door.

Hischest heaved alittle from the exertion of careening down
the hill. He marched straight toward her, and then she saw alook
she never thought she’d see in a man’s eyes more than once in
her life. When he’'d gazed down at her in the bathtub after the
tornado, concern had filled his expression. That same look
reappeared, overlaid with a deeper worry. Seconds later, it
transformed to angry.

All ideas about rushing into her rescuer’s arms vanished as
he stomped up to her. “1 thought | told you to stay inthecar!” He
dumped thefirst aid kit on the ground. “ Stubborn, painin the—"
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“Well, excuse me! | felt trapped in there.”

“1 should have known you wouldn’t listento me.” Hegrasped
her shoulders gently, but irritation etched hisface. “Are you hurt
anywhere? That's one of the reasons | asked you not to move.”

Danasensed the plug in the vol cano giving way, and thefright
and adrenaline pushed her over the edge. A huge shudder overtook
the small tremors racing through her body.

“Itoldyou I’mfine! Infact, now I’'m sorry | even called you!
l...1...” Tears sprang into her eyes and she couldn’t stop their
flow as they hit her eyelids and spilled. “1 would appreciate a
little more kindness, thank you very much! | just got the crap
scared out of me and all you can do isyell!”

A sob escaped her and then her vision blurred. She heard
rather than saw him come closer, and then hiswarm handsdrifted
from her shoulders to her face. He'd ditched the flashlight
somewhere. Marshall cupped her face gently, and when another
sob issued from her lips, he kissed her forehead softly. More
surprise rippled through her.

“God, I'm sorry,” he whispered. “Are you sure you're not
hurt anywhere? An ambulance is on the way.”

She nodded, afraid if she opened her mouth all that would
issue forth would be gibberish. Another incredible shudder went
through her. He released her, then took off hisjacket. He slipped
the coat around her shoulders and engulfed her in his heat and
masculine scent.

Then, to her utter amazement, hisdrew her into hisarms. He
cupped the back of her head, pressing her into his shoulder. With
his other hand he caressed her back with reassuring strokes, then
gripped her tight. “Shhh. It'sall right. You're all right.”

His tender tone undid her, and the sobs came in earnest. Man
alive. Wherewasadl thisfear and angst coming from?Danadidn’t know,
and right now didn’t care. Shefdt too good wragpped in hiscare.

He made more reassuring noises, all the while caressing her
back. “ Easy. Easy.”
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She could have sworn she felt him kiss her head again, so
tender that it made tears come harder. “I...I"m sorry.”

“Why?' he asked softly.

Dana looked up, gazing into the warmest eyes she'd ever
seen. Sweet comfort eased into her. “1 yelled. | wasjust scared.”

A small smile curved his mouth. “The lady admits she's
scared. That surprises me.”

“Was scared. I'm not anymore.”

The grin turned broad. “Good.” He reverted to the old
Marshall, easing her back but keeping hisarms around her. “Did
you see anyone lurking around after the crash?’

“No.”

“What is going on around here?’

“You're asking me? I’ ve decided Macon has it out for me.
This is scarier than a Stephen King novel.” She gripped his
shirtfront with both hands, mortified at the spot she’d made on
his shoulder.

“Did you turn off your cell phone?’

“The battery went dead.”

Hereleased her. Ashelooked around the area, hisexpression
became grim. He retrieved the flashlight and surveyed the area.
“What a mess.”

Tears threatened again, and she stifled them. “The jerk
killed Bertha.”

Marshall turned and stared at her. “Who?’

“My car. Bertha.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.” Sounding distracted, he peered into the
treelinethat created awall along the embankment. “Did you see
who was driving? What kind of car wasit?’

She shook her head. “I think it was a sedan.”

“Make and model 7’

The cold seemed to get worse, clinging to her like mud on a
pig. She couldn’t remember thelast time she’ d felt thisvulnerable
and thisuseless. “I don’t think...I don’t remember.”
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Marshall reached for her, brushing his fingers over her
forehead in acomforting gesture. “Did you hit your head again?’

“I wish| could usethat asan excuse. | wasjust sorattledandit’s
dark. This butthead wastrying to kill me, so | spent alot moretime
trying to survive than worry about little detailslike the jerk’s car.”

To her surprise, henodded. “It’s all right. Don’t worry about
it right now.”

Sirenswailed in the distance, and she pined him with adefiant
look. “I"’m not going to the hospital.”

“Damn it Dana.” He switched to other tactics, dipping his
warm hand behind her neck, careful not to touch the spot where
the branch had clobbered her. “You're going to the hospital if |
have to hog tie you to the stretcher.”

She amost didn’t say it, but the thought came at the same
time it escaped her lips. “ That could be fun.”

Instead of releasing her, he drew her a little closer. Dana
thought she' d go up in flames as his gaze caressed her with ahot,
welcome need. Jeez, Louise. The man islooking at me like that
again. Asif hewantsto take me up on theidea. Everything around
her dissolved. Fear, anger, and aches and pains.

Before he could speak, the ambulance and another sheriff’s
car roared to a stop next to Marshall’s vehicle. As he released
her, the link broke, but not before he gave her a last searching
look that asked more questions than it answered.

Marshall knocked and announced his presence, then waited for
Nedl to answer hishotel room door. The Sleepy Side Hotel boasted
the only semi-luxury accommodations in Macon, and Marshall
guessed Nea made enough money to stay for aslong as he liked.

One thought powered into hismind above all others. If Neal
had anything to do with Dana’s accident, I'll grind the bastard
into powder.
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Marshd | had sent adeputy out to locate Gregory. He d grill him
to acrigp if he'd caused Dana’s accident. Thoughts of what could
have happened to her churned the acid in Marshal’s ssomach.

Marshall restrained the urge to pound on the door again, well
aware he'd wake half the areaif he did.

Screw it. He pounded on the door again. “Metcalf, open up!”

The door sprang open and Neal appeared at the doorway, a
pair of silk blueboxersclinging to hisskinny frame. Neal’sblurry-
eyed expression said he'd been in a deep seep. “What's going
on? It’'salmost oh dark thirty.”

“Past that. | need to speak with you. We can either talk here
or you can come down to the station.”

Neal’s open expression changed to indignation. Marshall
knew he was rubbing over people like sandpaper right now, but
he didn’'t care. Dana had almost lost her life tonight.

“Areyou arresting me?’

“1’m asking you to answer my questions.”

“So ask.” Marshall brushed past Neal and Neal turned to
glare at him as he closed the door. “What's going on?’

Marshall surveyed the room as he scanned for a weapon.
Nothing in plain sight. The room held two queen-size beds. An
open suitcase resided on the bed nearest the door, and Marshall
caught a glimpse of a girly magazine peeking out from behind a
pair of pants. The room smelled like stale cigarettes. He didn’t
remember ever seeing Neal smoke.

“Where were you tonight about midnight?” Marshall asked.

Nea’s eyebrows pinched together and wrinkles covered his
forehead. “Why?’

Marshall propped his butt against the mirrored bureau and
crossed hisarms. “Just answer the question.”

“Hey, just let me get some clothes on.”

“Sit.”

“What?’

“Sit.”
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Like an obedient dog, the man sat on the bed next to the
suitcase, his expression tangling between irritation and
bewilderment. “Just ask the damn questions already.”

“Where were you last night about twelve o’ clock?’

“Sleeping. What the hell else would | be doing?”’

“You could have been out driving.”

Neal’s eyes narrowed. “1 was in bed. Sleeping. Just like |
was a few minutes ago until you banged on the door.” Neal’s
edge of defiance eased, but didn’t disappear. He stood. “Hey, this
isn’t something about my Mom isit?Issheall right?’

The panic in the man’s voice half convinced Marshall that
Neal hadn’t changed from the cheerful, mild-mannered Clark Kent
his image projected. “ She'sfine. It's Dana.”

Neal’s mouth opened, then closed. “What? What’s happened
to her?’

“She wasin a car accident tonight around midnight.”

Neal planted his rear back on the bed. “Is she al right?’

Marshal nodded, then kept silent, hoping the quiet trestment
would yield more results than wringing the man’s neck for answers.
Hefelt calmer now, but no lessinterested in finding the truth.

Neal’s hair looked like it had been twisted through a food
blender, and when he jammed a hand through it, the mess
increased. “Thank God, she's okay. What happened exactly?’

“Shewasrun off theroad by aperson or persons.” AsMarshall
explained minor details about the accident, he watched Neal’s
expression and eyes for signs of deceit. He detected none.

Neal |ooked shaken, but Marshall had seen men lieand smile
and never break a sweat.

“Mom said things have happened at the house, and to tell the
truth that’s part of the reason | wanted to come back to Macon for
avigt. | wanted to seeif shewas...you know...imagining things.”

“And you believe sheis?’

Heshook hishead. “I don’t know. | mean, it’sfreaking bizarre.
Now Dana's accident.” Comprehension dawned over his face.
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“You don’t think | ran Dana off the road—" He swore. “ You do.
You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“I’'minvestigating.” Marshall’ svoice edged upward, turning
it raw and harsh. “And if you know anything, anything at all,
you' d better tell me now. If you don’t, it’ll be more than hell to
pay. It'll be Armageddon.”

Nea’s face went chalky white and he stood. “Look, | don’'t
know crap about this. | can’t help you. I’ll go over to the hospital
and see Dana.”

Marshall straightened to his full height, aware the smaller
man would be intimidated. “It’s past visiting hours and she's
protected. You won’'t get near her.”

“Protected?’ Neal’seyebrows hitched up in acartoon fashion.
“Has she had death threats?’

“Yeah, I’d say getting run off the road qualifies as a death
threat, wouldn’t you?’

Neal’shandswent up in ahelplessgesture. “It could’ ve been
kidson alark.”

Disgusted with his reasoning, Marshall made a sound of
disbelief. “I doubt it. There aren’t that many murderous teens
running around this town and you know it.”

Neal fumbled for words, his mouth opening and closing like
adying fish. “Gregory wouldn’t do something like that. He's a
bastard sometimes, but he’d never kill anyone. A crazy drunk
probably ran into her and then got scared and took off.” When
Marshall played stare down with Neal, the younger man’'s
nervousness showed plainly on hisface. “I’ d never hurt Danaor
anyone. It's not in me. You' ve known me long enough to realize
that, Marshall.”

His hands went up again, palms out, as if he would say
something profound. Then his mouth closed and he said nothing.

“What were you going to tell me?’ Marshall edged closer,
moving away from the dresser.
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Neal shook his head. “Just athought. Nothing important.”

“Tell me.” Marshall bit out the words for emphasis.

Neal’s eyes widened, a smidgen of fear and maybe sadness
showing in his depths. “I dunno. | mean, | don’'t think Gregory
would try to murder her for God’'s sake, but—"

“Spill it now, or | can promise you’ll regret the day
you met me.”

Neal’seyes shot proverbial daggersand lightning bolts. “ Did
Danaever tell you what a bastard he's been to her?’

A deep, icy cold sensation entered Marshall’s stomach. He
wanted to hunt down Gregory right now. “No. What did he do?’

Neal dlid both handsthrough hishair, looking ridiculousand
uncomfortable. “He's always been after Dana.”

“Let’s cut the obtuse crap, Metcalf. After Dana? What does
that mean?’

Neal shrugged. “He's aways thought she was hot. So he's
been trying to get in her pants since she was a teenager.”

“You mean when she was jail bait?’

“Exactly.” Neal gaveanervouslaugh. “Wemay not berelated
to Dana by blood, but the thought of cousins...l dunno. Makes
my stomach lurch.”

Thebonfire burned higher within Marshall, and anger almost
overruled hisrestraint. He clenched hisfistsat his sides and took
two deep breaths. Don’'t lose it now. You need a clear head to see
what’s happening here.

Hestalked to the door. “ Thanksfor theinformation, Metcalf.”
Yanking the door open, Marshall headed outside. “And if | hear
you even breathed in Dana's general direction, I'll kick the shit
out of you.”
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hapter 9

M orning light spilled in Marshall’s office, striking his face.
He' d drifted in and out of sleep, stretched out in his chair with
hisfeet on the desk. His mind felt like amarshmallow burned on
astick, hiseyes gritty and his mouth dry. Peeling his eyes open,
he stared at the single light in the office. A lamp illuminated a
small circleon hisdesk. A report onlast night’sincidents awaited
his attention. His computer needed booting up so he could dig
through files.

Instead of starting to work on the report, he reached for the
coffee pot and flipped the switch. He'd filled it with fresh water
and coffee afew hours ago, but had never started it. It sputtered
and coughed before doing itsduty. He slumped back into hischair

and closed his eyes again.

A door slammed somewherein the outer office, then avoice,
sharp and strident bellow. “I’ll sue the whole sheriff’s
department!”

Marshall groaned. Great. Freaking great. He' d recognize that
whiny-assed voice anywhere. Gregory the “piss ant” Metcalf.
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Amazing how the man’s suave and debonair fagade cracked under
alittle pressure. His eyes popped open and he straightened in his
chair. No more sleep for him today. Might as well pour a cup of
sludge and prepare to roast Gregory Metcalf on a spit.

Skeeter knocked on the door and entered, announcing
the obvious. “Gregory Metcalf is here. Do you want me to
bring him in?”

Marshall stood. “Put him in the interrogation room.”

Skeeter nodded and then started to close the door. Then he
produced a strained look. “Oh, yeah, the Sheriff wants to talk
with you. Hegot inten minutesago.” Skeeter’s expression eased
into atentative smile. “1 think he’ d be in here chewing your ass.
But hegot acall.”

“Great. Looking forward to it,” Marshall said, adding a
sarcastic tinge to hiswords. “Where did you find Metcalf?’

“AttheTheBilliardsMotel outsidetown. Way outsidetown.”

“Uh-huh.” Anyone who'd lived in town longer then six
seconds knew The Billiards hosted a variety of prostitutes on a
weekly basis. Gregory had probably beenindulginginalittleslap
and tickle overnight. “Nobody with him?’

Skeeter shook his head. “Nope. Alone and naked as a
newborn’s butt. He opened the door that way.”

Marshall laughed. “ You're kidding, right?’

“Nope.” Skeeter chuckled and closed the door.

As Skeeter |eft Marshall wondered if Sheriff Pizer wanted
his butt because Dana had called him, or because Neal wanted
to complain about police brutality or some other nonsense.
No, Dana hadn’'t acted angry once he'd held her in his arms
and comforted her. She'd clung to him like a child, and her
sobs had torn at his heart. Dug into him and opened up places
inside he thought closed forever.

Concern for her ate at him, as it had when she'd first fallen
into his arms in this very office. No, it went back further than
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that. He remembered how she’'d felt under him in the bathtub.
He' d felt the kick way down in his gut and lost his breath in the
same instant.

Hereached for the phone and started to dial, but he hung up.
No, Dana didn’'t need him waking her up. She needed rest after
what had happened to her. Besides, Marshall had arranged for
another protective measure. Logan kept watch on the house
through the rest of the night after Closky left for the evening.
L ogan phoned last night when Dana had returned home from the
hospital, and he'd reported in on aregular basis throughout the
night. She’ d be safe for now.

For now. He knew, in avisceral way, that he couldn’t count
on her safety forever. Security, like a mirage, was an illusion.
Accidents happened, illnesses occurred. Most of thetimehedidn’t
clutter hismind with gloomy thoughts, but the last few dayshadn’t
made for easy thinking or sleeping. He' d lost his appetite and his
stomach churned. Taking a deep breath to shove away the tight
feeling in his gut, he poured afresh cup of coffee and headed for
the cross-examination room. Grill *‘em and spill *em. That’swhat
Sheriff Pizer called it, and the name fit right.

When he first saw Gregory, he noted a fine sheen of sweat
covered the man’s face. Features women drooled over looked
strained and harried. Good. Served the bastard right. He hoped
the guilt leaked out of the creep right here. There’ d be no one to
mop him up.

The prominent businessman, used to cool-as-a-polar bear’s-
ass-on-ice negotiations, didn’t come across cam or collected.
Gregory’s right eyelid twitched, and his hair looked almost as
messy as his brother’s had earlier. His long sleeved white dress
shirt appeared rumpled, and he lacked atie. Amazing. This man
never went out of the house without atie, or so Lucille had told
him long ago.

Marshall let Metcalf stew ashetook along, ow sip of coffee.
Helooked at Gregory over the brim of the gargantuan mug. Then
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he sighed with satisfaction. Nothing like a good caffeine jolt.
“Coffee, Metcalf?’

When Gregory’sjaw clenched Marshall knew hisdeliberate
casualness grated on the toad's nerves.

“What | want is some answers!” Gregory’sface twisted into
amask of hate. His gaze shifted to the two-way mirror on the
wall to hisright. “Is the sheriff out there watching this fiasco? |
hope so, because when you’ re done I’ m going to sue you and the
department to kingdom come.”

Marshall kept his temper under control and eyed the other
man with a weary, unconcerned gaze. “| heard you earlier.” He
took another sip of hot, black java. “ Certain you don’t want some
coffeethismorning?It’shot, and today it tastes pretty good. That's
not asure thing every day.”

Without adoubt the big prick sitting behind the table looked
about ready to blow like Mount St. Helens. “1 want to know what
I’ ve been brought herefor.”

“Brought here?” Marshdl lifted one eyebrow, then looked at
thedeputy leaning against thewal | with casua disinterest. “ Jackson,
did you give Mr. Metcaf the impression he was under arrest?’

Jackson smiled. “ Of course not. | told him you’ d come down
to see him if he didn’t come along with me.”

“Intimidation will get you nowhere.” Gregory’sgravel loaded
voice irritated Marshall to within an inch of screaming.

Instead, in aflash, Marshall watched Gregory’s expression
turn from pissed to worried. Mr. Business Tieyanked on hiscollar.

Marshall laid on acasual smile. “1 needed you to come down
here for my convenience, actually. It seems|’ ve been too busy to
come out and accommodate your schedule.”

“Either tel mewhat thisabout, or I [l call my lawyer right now.”

Marshall sat his cup down on the table and a little coffee
doshed over theedge. “You haven't called him yet?1’ m surprised.
But you see, when you say things like that it makes you look
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guilty. You don’'t want that, do you?A friendly chat doesn’t amount
to asuing offense, does it?’

Taking a deep breath, Gregory showed blinding white teeth
in aparody of asmile. “Of course not.”

Marshall let Gregory smmer in hisown juice alittle longer.

“So are you going to ask me questions or stare at me all
day?’ Gregory asked after excruciating long minutes.

Deputy Jackson suppressed a smile, and Marshall decided
Gregory had marinated long enough. “Wherewereyou last night
at about midnight?’

“l waswith afriend,” Gregory said.

“Who and where?’

“A woman friend.”

Marshall retrieved his mug and took a slow sip of coffee.
“Okay, so now we' ve established you likewomen rather than men.”

Gregory shot up from the chair as if he’d vaulted out of a
canon. The deputy reached for him, clamping arestraining hand
on Gregory’s shoulder.

Marshall didn’t flinch a millimeter. “Sit down.”

When the deputy applied pressure to Gregory’s shoulder, he
sank into the chair with athud. “Thisis outrageous!”

The pleasure that came from watching this big, arrogant
man humbled and surprised Marshall. He' d never felt thismuch
antagonism for either Metcalf brother before. He'd never liked
them, but now his suspicion and distaste rose to new heights.
Part of his brain screamed that he’ d pushed too far.

Marshall nodded to Jackson. “ That’ |l beall for now, Jackson.
Mr. Metcalf and | are going to have nicelittle talk.”

“What’s this?” Gregory sneered and placed his hands
flat on the table as if he might launch upward again.
“Playing bad cop Marshall?”

Marshall remembered Dana had asked him the same thing
last night. “Good guess.” After the deputy left, Marshall decided



Marshall’s Law 117

the time for playing cat and mouse stopped now. “Who did you
vigit last night at midnight?’

Gregory glanced at the mirror again. “I can’t tell you.”

“You can’t or you won’'t?’

“Won't.” Gregory’s jaw kept a defiant angle as he leaned
back in the chair and folded his arms.

Marshall had to concede he couldn’t hold Gregory for not
telling where he' d been loitering at midnight. Still.... “If you're
innocent, you have nothing to hide.”

“You haven't told me what crime I’ve committed.”

“Did | say you committed a crime? When his adversary
didn’t blink, Marshall took a deep breath. “Don’'t tell me you
don’t know what happened last night?’

“No, | don'tknow.” Gregory threw afull forceglareat Marshall.

“Danawas in an accident last night. A very bad accident.”

Gregory’sfaceturned paleand pasty in two seconds. “What?’

“She’saive. She'sonevery lucky lady.”

Gregory unfolded hisarmsand leaned forward, hiseyeswide
with agood impression of innocence and concern. “Is she hurt?’

“Last | heard she's fine and resting at home. Someone ran
her off the road.” Marshall planted both hands on the table and
pinned the other man with astare. “ And if you had anything to do
withit, | swear | will hunt you down and see you' re prosecuted.”

Gregory’s eyeswidened, but he leaned back in the chair and
rearranged hisfaceinto acalm, amost bored look. “ | had nothing
todowithit. Andif you know what’sgood for you, you'll leaveit
at that.” A speculative gleam entered Gregory’seyes. “1 see what
the real problem is here.”

Marshall didn’t move. “ Thereal problemisyou. If youlay a
hand on her—"

“You've got the hots for her, don’t you?’

Anger and a touch of reality seeped into Marshall, but he
kept hisaggressive stance. “We' re talking about you. | don’t want
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you within amile of her. That means you' re going to stay away
from Lucille's house. | don’t care where you stay. You can go
back to that roach motel for al | care. Or you can make me real
happy and get out of Macon all together.”

“Thisisrich.” Gregory’s mouth went up at the corners but
didn’t form acomplete smile. “Looksliketheboy’sinlove. Oris
itlust?1 can understand. So did you ever get your money’ sworth?’

A burn started in Marshall’sgut. Helooked at his coffee
for a moment in case he could blame the liquid for the pain.
He wouldn’t admit love or lust because neither applied. Dana
might be more than attractive, but he didn’t plan on doing
anything about it. Instead, he straightened and gave Gregory
the silent treatment again.

“S0?" Gregory said after a full minute. “Have you
kissed her yet?’

It spilled from Marshall before he could hold back. “Yeah,
I’ ve kissed her. Good and long and hard.” Marshall immediately
felt likeahedl for lying, but herelished seeing Gregory’sface go
flat and mad. “Now, let’'s get back to the real issue. Who were
you with last night?’

Again Gregory’sgaze flashed to thetwo-way mirror. “Unlike
you, | don't kissand tell.”

Another burnroasted Marshal’sgut. Heshrugged. “Likel said
before, if you don't tell me, it makes you look guilty. No aibi.”

“So arrest me.”

Marshall knew he couldn’t throw Gregory in the slammer
any more than he could Neal. Not yet. “We'll have information
very soon on theidentity of the car that pushed her off the road.”

“S0? One of your deputy’s aready looked at my car and you
bastardstook asample of paint. You' re not going to find ascratch
on it. It's a brand new car and sure as hell wasn’t used to push
anyone off theroad.”

After along pause, Marshall said, “You may think we're a
hick town with no resources, Metcalf. But | can guaranteeif you
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had anything to do with Dana’s accident you will be arrested and
prosecuted to the full extent of the law. I’ ll make sure of it.”
Gregory plastered a bored rigid look onto his face. “Am |
freeto go now?”’
Marshall backed away from the table and gestured toward
the door. “Get out of here.”

Dana walked with Aunt Lucille aong the grassy lane that
led into the park in the center of town. People had started filing
into the park even though most of the booths hadn’t opened yet.

Dana noted that despite the tornado destroying the gazebo
and tearing out some of the grass, the park looked good. The day
had dawned sparkling clear with aforecast in the upper seventies.
She'd dressed in a short-sleeved copper micro fiber blouse and
stone washed jeans. Aunt L ucillewore amulticol ored caftan over
jeans. The cowboy boots didn’'t exactly go with the picture, but
oh, well.

Makes her look like afortune teller.

Danalooked back and saw that one of the deputies assigned to
their protection trailed behind severa yards. Although heworeplain
clothes, everyoneintown no doubt knew him. Danashoved her hands
in her pockets. “Looks like Skeeter’s till shadowing us.”

Aunt Lucillechuckled. “He'skindacute, don't youthink, dear?’

Danagazed indisbelief at her aunt. Whatever blows her skirt
up. “You're not serious? Do | detect some interest there?’

The older woman batted her eyelashes. “1 may be old, but
I’m not dead. | recognize ahunk when | see one.”

Danaissued abark of laughter. “Aunt Lucille, should | have
locked you in your room?’

“What? Can’t an old woman have fun?’

“Stop answering a question with a question.”
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“Okay, | just don’t fedl that old. I’ve got lots of great ideas,
youthful feelings, and azest for life. What can | say? 1 don’t plan
on slowing down, haunted house or no haunted house.”

A kid on abike whizzed passed, zooming along at aperilous
speed. Dana hunched over and imitated an old lady walking with
acane. “Young whipper snapper.”

Aunt Lucille giggled. “Dana, you're ahoot. I’'m so glad
you're here.”

Dana dlipped her arm around her aunt’s shoulders and gave
her abrief hug. “Me, too. | mean, I’'m glad I’m with you. I’ m not
so sure about here.” She glanced around at the growing masses
and grimaced alittle. “1 think | like my mayhem securely captured
on my TV screen. This might be alittle too much.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Aunt Lucille asked as
she stopped. Her collection of bangle braceletsjangled. “If you're
not feeling up to it...”

“Areyoukidding?And leaveyou al alonewith Skeeter?” They
dissolved into gigglesand they had to stop walking. Danagasped for
breath and her sides ached from mirth. “By the way, is his name
honestly Skeeter Buffit? Sounds like a country music singer.”

“Actually, I think his mother had a crush on acountry music
artist one time. She insisted they name him after two famous
singers.” Shetapped her finger on her chin asshethought. “That’s
right. Dwight Skeeter Buffit, | think.”

Danalaughed but didn’'t say aword.

“1 didn’t think you’ d be up to this. Last night was ahorrible
ordeal,” Aunt Lucille said.

Dana shrugged and started walking again. “I’m good. No
reason to back out of a little fun because someone tried to kill
me.” Aunt Lucille'sfrown said she didn’t think Dana’s comment
amusing. Dana hadn’t seen her Aunt look this grave in a long
time. “I'm fine, Aunt Lucille.”

The last assurance seemed to help her aunt’s mood.
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Booths stretched from one end of the park to the other.
“Lovely. Lookslike everyonein town ishere.”

Aunt Lucille swung her arms like a little kid. “Isn’'t it
wonderful? That's one thing | love about this town. It's amost
picture perfect. If you come back to Macon for Christmas you'll
seeit. The place turnsinto a Currier and Ives portrait.”

She'd seen the effect before, but Dana didn’t anticipate
visiting at Christmas. “ Snow and everything.” She sighed as she
noticed the idyllic setting did have serenity she'd experienced
few other places. But, she knew that someone in town had abig
grudge against her. That took away the pleasantness that might
otherwise have made her feel secure.

Yeah, Dana, the only time you felt safe in the last twenty-
four hourswasin Brennan Marshall’sarms. A blush washed into
her cheeks as she recalled the sensation of well being she'd
experienced in his powerful embrace. Time to nip that particular
feeling right at theroot beforeit had achanceto grow like kudzu.

Asthey passed a group settled around apicnic table, shefelt
rather than saw their scrutiny. She glanced at her aunt. “It’'s
probably all over town by now.”

“What dear?’

“About my crash last night.”

Aunt Lucille stopped swinging her arms and returned to a
mature woman. “That’s the way it is here. No stopping it.”

Deciding that her aunt just didn’t get it, Danasaid, “ So what
does Kerrie have you doing?’

“Fortuneteller.”

“Hal” Dana gave Aunt Lucille a sardonic look. “You're
kidding, right?’

Her aunt’s eyes sparkled like gemstones. “Crystal ball and
the works.”

“So that top you' re wearing is for show only?’

“Of course. Do you think I’d wear this thing otherwise?’
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Danalaughed. “Uh, no.”

They wandered through the popcorn, hot dogs, soft drinks,
and candy booths. Dana’s stomach growled. Breakfast had worn
off about two hours ago.

Aunt Lucille took her arm and led her toward a huge stall
that sported first aid and information. “This way, dear. Kerrie
said she' d be at the information booth.”

“1 wonder why she wouldn’t tell me what kind of cage
I’m minding.”

“Cage?’

“A figure of speech.” Danadodged atoddler girl that ran full
blast away from her scrambling-to-keep-up mother.

“Uh-huh. Why do | get thefeeling you’ re not looking forward
to this?’

“Couldit beall thewhining and moaning | did thismorning?’

“That might have been it. But | knew you really wanted to
doit. I don’t know why | asked.”

“Because you're a sweetie, that’s why,” Dana said as they
reached the information stall.

Kerrie headed around the table and came toward them. “I
hope all was quiet on the western front after | |eft last night?’

“Never fear.” Dana gave her friend a reassuring pat on
shoulder. “1I’m astough as boot |eather. It's already been aball of
fun talking to the insurance company. Yada, yada, yada.”

Kerrie's intense look transformed into determined. “This
crime wave can't continue. We haven't had trouble in town like
this before.”

Aunt Lucille nodded emphatically. “ Society going to dickens
in a hand basket.”

Dana smiled at the exaggeration. “Come on, ladies. It's not
that bad around here.” Not wanting to dwell on the accident, Dana
continued. “Now, where's this booth and what do | do?’

Aunt Lucille grabbed Dana’s forearm. “Now wait a minute,
young lady, you’ re not supposed to go anywherewithout Skeeter.”



Marshall’s Law 123

Dana shoved a hand through her hair and winced when
hairspray kept the strandstogether. | forgot. But really it doesn’t
matter. Skeeter can stay withyou, and I’ ll gowith Kerrie. No one
isgoing to try anything in this huge crowd.”

Her aunt didn’t look convinced. When Skeeter strolled up to
themwith awidegrin plastered on hismodel perfect mouth, Dana
figured the jig was up.

“Ladies, isthere a problem?’

Dana started to open her mouth, but Aunt Lucille zipped in
faster. “My niece needs to go to her booth.”

Skeeter grinned, his eyes luminous with good humor. “No
problem, Mrs. Metcalf.” He nodded toward the crowd and made
a hand signal that looked something like sign language. “Logan
can help usout.”

L ogan Reece sauntered through the noisy crowd toward their
group. Danatook in histall form with appreciation. No flannel
today for thisknock-your-socks-off-man. Instead heworeaplain
navy blue T-shirt and jeans along with athletic shoes. Several
women in the surrounding area gawked at him like he was the
last slice of chocolate cheesecake at a picnic.

“Who'sthat? | saw him dancing with you last night, Dana,”
Aunt Lucille asked.

“Logan Reece. A friend of Marshall’s,” Dana said.

Logan’s lazy smile as he approached made Kerrie and Aunt
Lucille blush. This man could conquer the entire female
population of Macon with one hand tied behind his back.

After greeting them, Logan said, “I’'ll be watching you
whenever Skeeter can’t be around.”

Danaheaved asigh. “ Okay. L et’sget thisshow on theroad.”

“Don’'t worry, Dana.” L ogan started back toward the crowd.
“You'll never know I’'m there.”

“That’s comforting,” Dana said as soon as he drifted out
of earshot.
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Kerrie cleared her throat. “Come thisway.”

They left Aunt Lucille to get ready for her fortune telling
booth. Dana strode alongside Lucille as they headed for the
outskirts of the carnival like atmosphere. They passed the Ferris
wheel and afew other children’s rides. Dana watched the Ferris
wheel and could have sworn she saw Marshall in one of the seats
with alittle girl.

“Did you recognize the car that ran you off the road?’
Kerrie asked.

So much for forgetting about last night. “1 can’t remember
anything about the sedan or the personinit.”

Dana meant to say more, but then she saw the booth.
She stared at the banner strung across the overhang
belonging to the stall.

Kerrie, why you little-

“Areyou out of your mind?’ Dana asked with a squeak.

The sign said: Kisses For Charity: Minimum Donation,
One Dollar.
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Dana could tell by Kerrie's expression she knew she’ d hit big
time trouble.

Kerrie's sheepish look lasted all of two seconds. “Come on,
you know you’'re going to loveit.”

“Loveit?Areyou nuts?Kissing for charity?\Whose charity?
The Colorado Chapter of the National Kissing Disease
Foundation?”

“Now don’t have a cow.”

“Maybeif it was for Mad Cow Disease | wouldn’'t mind.”

Kerrie steered her behind the booth. Of course, thetable had
been draped with a tablecloth that had large passion red lips on
full display. “You said you wanted to help me. Soyou' re helping.”

Dana's slow burn fuse began to light. “Why me? Why not
some nubile tart from town?’

Kerriewrinkled her nose. “ Tart? Does anyonereally use that
word anymore?”’

“Smart aleck.” Dana stomped from one side of the booth to
the other. “It’s claustrophobic. You can't leave me in here.”
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“Bull.” Kerrie'seyestook on amischievous gleam. “Maybe
| can persuade L.ogan to come over here-”

“Don’'t you dare.”

Kerrie relented and showed her the money box beneath the
table, and the bow! of individually wrapped mints. “The mints
are for men who have...uh...”

“Unpleasant breath.” Dana smacked her lips. “Oh, goody.”

“You got it. There’'s also ajug of water down there in case
you get adry mouth.”

Danaproduced another long-suffering sigh and sank into the
metal chair. “The things | will do for afriend.”

As Kerrie smiled and started to walk away, Dana stood up.
“Hey, wait. What charity am | sacrificing my lipsto?You know,
in case someone asks?’

“The child development center on Center Creek Boulevard.
It suffered more damage than any other building during the
tornado. We' re planning on buying new toys and supplies.”

Now | feel like a jerk. “Oh. Do you have a kissing booth
every year?’

Kerrielaughed. “No. But when | found out you were coming
to Macon, | added it in.”

“Why me?’

“Your aunt suggested it.”

Dana groaned and sank into the chair.

Tabitha, blond ringletstossing in ariot, cameto ascreeching
halt next to Marshall and Eric. Marshall enjoyed spending time
with the little girl, who considered him an uncle. Her expressive
green eyes reminded him of Eva, Tabitha's mother. And yet
Tabitha's warm, giving nature seemed so different from Eva's
sometimes cool, detached attitude. Marshall hoped the little girl
would remain a sunny, expressive child.
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She handed Marshall a court jester’s hat. “This is for you,
Uncle Brennan.”

“Uh, thank you.”

“1 got it specialy for you. For your hat collection.”

“It'sreally nice, Tabitha.”

Eric’sexpression held enough mischief for both himself and
his daughter. “Try it on.”

Tabitha's face lightened with glee. “Yeah, Uncle Brennan.
Tryiton.”

Marshall gave Eric a smile that said he’'d rather eat shoe
leather. When he looked down at the little girl, though, he knew
he couldn’t refuse. Helooked around and hoped no onewas paying
attention. He removed his baseball cap, stuffed it in his back
pocket, and plopped the new hat on his head.

Eric chuckled and Tabitha clapped her hands. “Way to go,
Uncle Brennan.”

Two people walking by gave Marshall odd looks and hefelt
ablush heat hisface. Now if thisdoesn’t cut it! | probably look
like an escapee from an insane asylum.

“1 wanna go on another ride,” she said.

Marshall got down on his haunches. “Which one?’

She didn’t hesitate. “1t's Daddy’s turn to ride with me.”

Marshall gave her amock frown. “Oh, yeah? What's he got
that | haven't got?’

Tabitha put her small hand on his shoulder and matched his
feigned seriousness. “Later, Uncle Brennan. And only if you buy
me cotton candy.”

He chuckled and looked up at Eric. “Thisyoung lady drives
ahard bargain.”

Eric ruffled her hair. “That's my girl.” He looked into the
distance. “Well, would you look at that? Unbelievable.”

Marshall scanned the area as he stood. His senses went on
alert. Hyperaware since Dana's accident last night, he half
expected something bad to happen today. “What isit?’



128 Denise A. Agnew

Eric gestured toward a booth in the distance, almost too far
away to read the lettering. “ Does that say kissing booth?”

“Daddy, what’s akissing booth?’ Tabitha asked, her piquant
face curious.

“Uh, well...” Eric’'sexpression turned comical ashe searched
for words.

“Usually a place where people give money to charity for a
kiss.” Marshall supplied the words, hoping Eric wouldn’t take
offense. “I think that’s the first time I’ ve seen a kissing booth at
thisfair, though.”

Tabitha yanked on Marshall’s pants leg. “Would you kiss
someone for charity?’

He blinked, looking down at her innocent eyes. “Maybe.
Guess it depends on who | get to kiss.”

“Why don’t you check it out?’ Eric asked, one of his brows
twitching up. “Might beareally gorgeouswoman. | heard arumor
Jenny Pizer would be here.”

Marshall gave hisfriend a disbelieving look. “I don’t think
s0.” Heshrugged. “Besides, | need to check on Logan and Skeeter.
They’ re watching over Dana Cummings.”

“Suit yourself,” Eric said, smiling. “I’ll seeyou later.”

“Seeyal” Tabitawaved as they strolled away hand in hand.

After the two left, Marshall felt a pang of regret and need.
Deepinside heknew he' d never experiencethefather and daughter
scenario except when he spent time with Tabitha. He'd wanted
kids, but his ex-wife hadn’'t. He'd been afool and a half to not
broach the subject with her before he’d married her.

Sighing, hetook acloser ook at the kissing booth. He hated
indecision. Used to making movesthat could mean life or death,
he'd trained from an early age to choose with confidence and
precision. Niggling doubts had no placein hislife. Yeah, so why
did you alow Helen to push you into marriage when you had
doubts about compatibility? Why?
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Helooked at the kissing booth again. Might aswell. Marshall
trudged forward.

Gregory’s accusation this morning and the stupid lie he'd
told him made Marshall apprehensive. No, he hadn’t kissed Dana,
but he’ d wanted to more than once. Where had the bastard gotten
the idea he’' d fallen in love with her? Sure, he wanted to protect
her, but he’ d do the same for anyone else he believed in danger.
Aggravated that he'd allowed Gregory to get to him, Marshall
moved onward until he saw something that rooted his feet into
the ground.

“You’'vegot to bekidding.” Marshall’s mouth dropped open.

He wondered if Danahad protested about working the stall.
Yep. Probably. Then again, you never could tell with awoman.

Marshall felt that fierce protectivenessfor Danarear upinside
him again. Hoping he wasn’t making a horrible mistake—a big,
rotten egg error—he strode toward the kissing booth.

Dana saw the clouds gathering over the mountains
surrounding Macon. Another thunderstorm threatened. She tried
not to get fidgety, but the idea of sheltering in thisflimsy booth if
rain started didn’t appeal to her. If theweather turned nasty she'd
abandon ship and the men of Macon would have to pucker up
some other time. Within seconds, something more intriguing
distracted her from the weather. Gregory was coming her way.
Oh, yuck.

“Hi, Dana.” Hisamiableexpression didn’'t fool her. Just being
within a yard of his snake oil salesman personality made her
shudder. Today he wore blue jeans and, oh yeah-flannel.

Give me abreak. Whatever gives him thejollies, | guess.

Better to keep things to the point with him and maybe he'd
get bored and go away. “What's up?’
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He reached in his pocket and extracted four quarters. He
slapped them on the table. “Where's my kiss?’

Drawing her hands into fists, she contemplated walloping
him in the kisser. No, that would be too good for the stinking,
steaming sack of—

“You know, I’ ve heard that sex isgood for straightening out
writer’s block.” Gregory’s eyes took on a salacious gleam.
“Loosens up the cogs. Greases the...” His gaze speared up and
down her body. “...wheel. If you're not getting any, well you
know. Your imagination dries up right with the rest of your-”

“Shut up.” She’ d found the words, no matter how inadequate.
“And get out of my sight.”

His smirk increased to titanic proportions. “ That's the best
you can do?’

“That's dl. Oh, and when you leave town, don’t bother to say
goodbye.” Dana grabbed the coins but his hand landed over hers.

Hethrew her another smug look. The pig thought he’ dwon a
few points. “No kissy, no money.”

Danainhaled slow and deep, trying to keep her temper under
control. “Get your hand off me.”

“Oryou'll what?’

“Bite out a chunk of your sorry butt and feed it to you,” she
said through her teeth.

Giving her asalacious grin, he said, “ So you can give it up
for Deputy Dog, but not for your dear cousin?’

“What are you talking about?’

“He told me very, very early this morning while he was
unlawfully interrogating me, that he' d already kissed you.”

Dana's face filled with heat and she almost drew back and
slapped him. “You really are a maggot, Gregory. | never redly
knew how much until now.”

“Pissed you off, did 1?7 Don’t worry, your little affair with
Marshall is a secret with me.”
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She gritted her teeth together before | etting each word grind
out. “l am not...having an affair...with Marshall.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “ Sure.”

If by the count of three he didn’t release her, she’d do
more than gnaw him, she’ d scream for help. That ought to get
his attention.

One beefy hand landed on his shoulder. Gregory jumped and
released her.

“Hi, Metcalf.” Marshall stood next to Gregory as he turned.
“What's new?’

Gregory’s mouth opened and closed, then fury covered his
face. Dana’'s mouth opened and stayed parted.

Unbelievable. A smile fought its way to her lips, and she
held back alaugh. Marshall’s hat sat square on his head, acrazy
concoction of dangling multi-colored balls. His nonchalant
expression added to the hilarious picture. Never inamillion years
would she have pictured Mr. Serious and Stable wearing a hat
likethis.

“Something funny?’ Marshall asked, looking at her and
ignoring Gregory.

Gregory straightened to hisfull height, but his self-confident
veneer seemed to melt alittle under Marshall’ s attention. Amazing
how aman wearing anidiotic hat could still make Gregory shrink
back. He might be taller than Marshall, but her wise-ass cousin
couldn’t compete with the under sheriff for sheer brawn and
presence. Reigned tension strummed from Marshall, and for a
few seconds she wondered if the two men might argue. Shetried
not to stare at the lawman’s ridicul ous headgear, but she couldn’t
help it.

“So, Marshall, you come to kiss Dana again?’ Gregory
frowned. “Wait your turn.”

Marshall tilted his head back a little, since he could look
down on the man this way. The colored balls on his hat swayed.



132 Denise A. Agnew

She bet herself a candy bar the hat would slip off the back of his
head. “Well, | seeit likethis. You madeyour donation. If the lady
doesn’t want to kissyou, that’s her prerogative.”

Jeez. What would one of them say next?That thistown wasn’t
big enough for the both of them?

Danaglared at her kissin’ cousin. “You heard the Marshall,
get outta here.”

Gregory’s head tilted like a confused dog. “ The Marshall.”

She shrugged but didn’'t let him in on the joke. Gregory
glanced from Marshall to Dana, growing uncertainty showingin
hiseyes.

“Say goodbye, Metcalf,” Marshall said.

Without another word, Gregory |eft.

Danasighed in arelease of pressure. Rid of one pain-in-the-
posterior, plagued by another. Sheturned her attention to Marshall
and when she looked at his hat again she let out a small laugh.

Her chuckled gathered steam and turned into full-fledged
laughter. She waggled afinger at his hat.

“Where—where did you get—" She gasped for breath
between giggles. “Where did you get that?’

Frowning, Marshall snatched the hat off his head and tossed
it on to the table. “ Tabitha bought it for me.”

She didn’t know if she could stand his presence too long.
Now that he'd removed the hat, she found his rough brand of
masculinity enough to unnerve her down to the roots. She had to
acknowledge how good he looked in the blue polo shirt that
revea ed hisforearmsand faded jeansthat curved against hisbody
close but not tight. He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and
she swallowed hard. Marshall looked way too good for one man.
Good, hell. Try scrumptious. Try incredible. Try—enough!

“What else did Gregory say?’ he asked.

She explained Gregory had insinuated her mental state was
unbalanced. Dana shoved her hand through her bangs as the
increasing wind fluttered through the area.
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Disgusted, she said, “Gregory must have been nipping at
moonshine. He can’t think that | would believe that Aunt Lucille
would say thosethings.” Shelifted her handsin apleading gesture.
“Is he that dumb?’

“Dumb istoo kind aword for him.”

“He's a perfect troglodyte as far as I’'m concerned. | hope
he's leaving town soon.”

“Just ignore him. I’ m keeping awatch on his activities
from now on.” His gaze assessed her. “Maybe he wants you
out of the way.”

Shehadn’t considered the possibility. “1 suppose. But why?’

“Your guessisas good as mine at this point, but if he drives
you off, he knows Lucille will be vulnerable. And if you can ask
Lucille what she really thinks without having a tantrum-”

“1 wasn’'t planning on having afit, thank you very much.”

Hisexpression said hedidn’'t believe her. “That’snot all. He
said something else to make you angry. What was it?’

For ahalf second shethought shewouldn’t tell him. It dlipped
out. “He said | was loosing my edge in my writing because |
wasn'’t getting enough sex.”

As soon as she said it her face flamed, and she wanted to
take it back. Jeez, Dana, what were you thinking? You should
have blasted Marshall about saying that he' d kissed you instead
of practically telling him you have no sex life.

A gleam entered his eyes, one that said his inquisitiveness
had launched into high gear. He lowered hisvoice, asif hedidn’'t
want anyone else to hear. “Isthat true?’

“Which part?’ Sheglared. “That I'm losing my edge or I'm
not getting enough sex?’

A grintried to take over his mouth, but she saw him fighting
the urge. “Either. Both.”

“Why would you want to know?’

Her harsh words didn’t make him flinch. “ You’' re acomplex
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woman. If a man wants to survive around you he’'s got to
understand you in and out.”

A vision sprouted to mind...a wanton...forbidden picture.
Marshall knowing her inside...

Every bit of spit in her mouth dried up. She fumbled under
the table for the water jug and filled a paper cup. After drinking
the water all in one gulp, she took a deep breath.

Marshall kept his steel-eyed gaze on her, asif she might move
and he’d lose sight of her. “I’m surprised you haven't told meto
mind my own business.”

Instead of receding, her blush increased two-fold. “1 should.”

Hecleared histhroat. “ Soundslike Gregory isfull of shit...on
both accounts.”

Danadidn’t bother to illuminate him that she hadn’t had sex
in what seemed like years and years. So long that she’ d almost
forgotten how. She scrubbed her hands over her eyes. “Thisisall
crazy. Everything is nastier than fruitcake.” She gestured at the
canvas walls that served as shelter for the table. “This booth is
nuts. Why would anyone want to kiss me for charity?’

Danarealized the minute she spoke she’ d opened herself up
big time. He didn't comment right away, his interested ook
coming full force.

A blast of thunder overhead made her squeak with surprise.
Clouds had pushed over the park areaand now obscured the sun.
She' d been so engrossed in the men visiting her booth that she
hadn’'t noticed how menacing the weather had become. Dana
thought she’ d dealt with the phobia along time ago, but the fear
had returned in thelast few weeks. Nothing had altered her phobia
of thunderstorms for eighteen years, not since she’'d turned
fourteen. The birthday from hell. The day Daddy—

“1 think you’ d better get out of thisstall and come with me,”
Marshall said as he looked up at the encroaching weather.

A perverseness she couldn’t hold back made her lean on the
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table and look him dead in the eye. She made sure she kept her
expression straight. “ You arresting me, Marshall?’

“Not this time, but don’t tempt me too much.” His voice
dropped to a subtle, almost hoarse tone that sent frissons of heat
over her body. “You haven't seen the inside of my cell.”

Marshall’sinsinuating tone had the effect of multiplying her
twitchiness. “1 imagine it's all dark and dank and foreboding.
Filled with secrets.”

One corner of his mouth almost attempted a smile, then
schooleditself back to serious. “ Secretsyou don’'t want to know.”

She wondered if he'd dropped a hint. Did he mean she
shouldn’t become interested in him?

A rumble from the heavens made Dana flinch, and she had
about two seconds to wish she’' d already |eft the tent before rain
poured down. An expletive reached her lips before she could stifle
it. Herushed around the side of tent and grabbed her hand, tugging
her to her feet.

Danadug in her heels. “What—"

“We aren’'t staying under these metal poles. It's not safe.
Comeon.”
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Ghapler 11

Fear raced like earth tremors through her as her phobiareared
its head. She cringed under the onslaught of violent nature and
her own inability to fight her panic.

Asthey rushed toward the Grand Cherokee, Danaasked, “Are
you sure Macon isn’t really a Dean Koontz novel? Or maybe a
Wes Craven horror movie? | can't believethis.”

He tossed her a half-amused ook, and then they’ d reached
the vehicle. He unlocked the car and she amost dove into the
passenger sideto find refuge from the storm. Soaked, she shivered
with a combination of rattled nerves and cold. He dlid into the
driver’'s side, sslammed the door, and reached into the back seat.

Dana shivered and held her arms close to her body. “1 feel
like adrowned dog.”

When he handed her atowel and ablanket, she grinned. “ Oh,
heaven.” She set to drying off, rubbing over her body with the
towel to generate heat. “I’ll bet you made a great Boy Scout.”

Hisrain soaked shirt clung to hischest, and he pulled it away
from his body. “| was never aBoy Scout.”

While he spoke his gaze dropped to her breasts and she
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realized that her nipples hardened from the cold. She dropped
the towel to her chest and held it in front of her, self-conscious.

“I findthat hardtobelieve,” shesaidto cover her nervousgesture.

“Believe it.” He dlid the blanket around her shoulders, his
warm, gentle touch sending new feelings of need through her.
The close confines of the car made her ever more aware of him.

Dana's heart sped up, an overwhelming desire for him to
draw her close and kiss her rocketing through her system. You're
losing control. With effort she sucked adeep breath into her lungs.
“What about you?| mean, don’t you have another towel or blanket?’

Henodded. “In the back. | don’t plan on crawling back there
to get it right now.”

She started to peel the blanket away. “Here.”

Marshall clasped her hands to keep her from removing
the blanket. “No. You need it more than me. Your teeth are
almost chattering.”

True. Shecouldn’'t recall thelast time...well, okay...last night
she’ d almost frozen waiting for him to arrive at the scene of the
crash. More lightning rammed overhead, and she flinched.
Marshall gave her a curious look. As thunder rolled overhead,
she shuddered like a whipped pup. She couldn’t let him know
about the fear still coursing through her body. He'd think her
weak, no doubt about it.

What of it? He wouldn’t be the first man to find her phobia
too much to handle. Another clap sailed over the car, lightning
illuminating the cab of the vehicle like a giant torch. She almost
left her skin.

“It'sdl right,” he said, eyeing her. “We're safe in the car.”

Her heartbeat accelerated despite his assurances. “1 know.”

“Areyou cold?’

“No.”

When he brushed her face gently with his fingertips, new
heat and surpriserushed through her. “ Then why areyou shaking?’
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Before she answered he gathered her right hand in both of hisbig
palms. She tried to tug from his grip, but he held tight. “Your
hands are trembling.”

“Very observant of you.”

Marshall’s gaze narrowed, asif he could ferret out the truth
if he stared at her long enough. “That’snot al. Something elseis
scaring you.” A look of half horror came over hisface. “God, it's
not me, isit? You're not afraid of me?’

“Of course not.” Yeah, she was afraid of him all right. But
not in the way he thought. Deep growls of thunder rumbled
overhead, and she jumped again. She concentrated on his touch
to forget the storm outside.

“1 know | told you that you should be cautious.” He shifted
closer. Shedidn’t know whether to feel grateful for hisbody heat,
or toinsist he back off. Instead she allowed him to rub her hands,
generating warmth. “But I’ d die before | hurt you.”

Sweet, trembling need tightened along her body as she
almost dissolved into mush under his husky declaration. He
gazed down at her until she wanted to sink straight into his
arms and never leave.

“Tell mewhat’swrong. Isit what happened last night?”
he asked.

Did shereally careif he knew? Shewasn't hiding her phobia
well right now. “No. It's not that. | know you’ll keep me safe.”

Dana saw clear emotion flicker through his eyes; he liked
that shetrusted him with her life. Therealization sent awild zing
of staggering pleasure through her. Even though hismandate asa
lawman said he'd guard her, she thought she saw more than
professional interest radiating from those deep-as-sin eyes. At
least she thought she did. You' ve deluded yourself before. Don’'t
fall into the trap of thinking he cares for you more than he does.
Frank left before you’' d both do something you' d regret |ater.

“Tell mewhat’swrong, Dana. What happened all thoseyears
ago to make you so frightened of the weather?’
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She swallowed hard. Shefelt like she'd just taken a big bite
of peanut butter and couldn’t unglue her tongue from the roof of
her mouth. Memories, those she tried to slam back whenever a
storm arrived, threatened to burst through. Doit. Blurt it out while
you still can.

“My father waskilled by lightning when | wasfourteen. Right
in front of me.”

Marshall’s eyes darkened like the clouds outside, his brow
furrowing. “Oh, God.” His gaze traveled down to the ring on a
chain around her neck. “You said that was your father’s?’

“Yeah.” She gave wry grin. “His lucky college ring.
He...uh...heawaysworeit and said it brought himluck.” Another
shudder rippled through her body. “Problem is he didn’t wear it
the day hedied.”

When she stayed silent, he nodded. “ So you remember him
with thisring.”

She nodded. “It’s sort of atalisman, | guess you could say.
Against bad luck. | guess if he wasn’t wearing it when he was
killed, then maybe the good luck wasn’t with him that day.”

“You really believe that?’

Shrugging, sheextracted one of her handsfrom hisand rubbed
the precious metal. “1 don’t know. It's just something | have to
do. | haveto wear it. It makes me fedl like part of him isalways
with me.”

Hisnod said he understood, so she continued. “1 was...l was
outside with him. It was a partly sunny day, but this big
thunderhead wasrearing to the west over the mountains.” Keeping
her gaze riveted on their hands, she tightened her grip on his
fingers, as if he could anchor her. “I’d never liked storms but |
wasn't that afraid at that time. A big wind had turned our TV
antenna around and he wanted to get on the roof to adjust it. The
clouds weren’t even directly overhead and it hadn’t started
thundering. Dad climbed up on the roof and had barely gotten a
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few feet up the side when the bolt just slammed him. It was so
violent and so—"

Dana saw it again and closed her eyes, the sheer horror of
the memory jolting through her. She hung her head. His right
hand slipped into her hair, and he brought her against his chest,
hisother arm wrapping around her back and holding tight. Warmth
and comfort seemed to radiate in waves through hisbody to hers,
giving her strength.

“1 saw him.” She licked her lips, whispering the words and
not sure Marshall could hear her. Marshall’s fingers threaded
through her hair and caressed her with gentle touches. “It was
like a blaze of light from the heavens, and so loud and brutal |
fell backwards into the grass. | lay there, stunned, and he fell
right toward me. | rolled out of theway...I remember screaming
and screaming for him and he landed on the ground next to me.
Hewas...hewsas...”

Another shiver wracked her body and he held her closer than
ever. “Easy. It's dl right. You don’'t have to explain it all now if
you don’t want to.”

He whispered against her ear, and his hot breath sent
warm tendrils of pleasure through her, masking the fear
and bad memories.

She shrugged and sniffed. “He, um, he was literally fried to
a crisp. Momma came out of the house and screamed and
screamed. | passed out and woke up in the hospital a day later.
They said the bolt may have hit me, but it was far enough away
that | only received a secondary shock. | didn’t suffer any burns,
so they weren't certain.”

“Dana, I'm sorry.”

Danarealized that the rain had stopped and the thunder and
lightning had eased back to a low grumble in the distance.
Sheltered in his arms she' d forgotten the fury of the short storm.
Anger rolled through her like the receding sound of thunder.
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Tucked into hisembrace shelet himinside and hewitnessed feelings
shehadn’t shown to any man since Frank. She knew aman could act
thistender, this caring and still not love her in the end.

She stiffened in his arms and looked up. The sweet,
unadulterated worry in his eyes almost threw her resentment out
the door. “ So now you know. I’m phobic. Satisfied?’

Her snappy tone didn’t have the effect she expected. Instead
of getting angry his touch became even gentler. He brushed his
thumb against her face. “Danaif you don't—"

“What? Shape up?’

She knew her attitude needed major improvement, but she
felt out of control. Danatook in one slow breath to try and regul ate
her pounding heart. His heat burned through the blanket and her
clothing straight to her skin, her body flushing as he leaned in
close. She gulped.

He asked, “Why are you so defensive about being phobic?
Plenty of peoplearelikethis. Afraid of heights, snakes, you name
it. It's nothing to be ashamed of. You had a horrible experience.
Besides it appears you've got a good handle on the phobia. It
doesn’t bother you quite the way it used to, does it?’

She shook her head. “No. I’ ve gotten better at hiding it. At
not feeling it.”

“Then you're fine. You' ve made progress and that’s all the
counts. There's nothing to be ashamed of. There never was.”

Astounded, she took in his words, not certain she'd realy
heard him say it. “No one's ever said that to me before. Most
people just give me a strange look, like I might go nuts on them
at any moment.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Of course it is, but that’s the number one reaction I've
gotten.” She had to look away. His dark eyes burned with
something that looked like consternation...maybe anger that
anyonewould treat her that way. “| had better control of the phobia
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until 1 got here. The tornado came and just a few minutes ago |
thought my heart was going to pound out of my chest.” Shegulped
again. “People don’t understand.”

His arm shifted, tightening around her, but his hand had
stopped caressing her hair. “People who don’t deserve to know
you. Why do you even care about them?”’

“Because it hurts to be treated like I’'m...I"m some sort of
idiot, that’swhy.” Defensivenessrose out of fear and she allowed
it full power. She shifted and he got the message, releasing her.
“Can we get out of here now? It looks like the rain has stopped
and it’'s time for me to get back to the booth.”

Marshall swept back his wet hair, and she saw hiswidow’s
peak and wondered how many women had slipped their fingers
through those thick, wavy strands.

“I"m not finished yet. You’ ve got afew more questions
to answer.”

Shemadeagasp of disbelief. “What? Do you find it exciting
to pick awoman’s brains for rotten memories?’

Heblinked, amazement covering hisfeaturesfor afull minute
before he recovered. “Don’t try that with me again. | know what
you're doing. You think if you can throw some acid laced bull at
me I’ [l back off.”

Incredulous, she swept awet strand of hair off her face. Now
she’ d take the jump off the cliff and ask him about that so-called
kiss. “Well, here’s some more acid for you, Marshall. Don't ever
tell lies about me again.”

His brow wrinkled. “What lies?’

Her dry throat felt tight as skin stretched over adrum. “Why
did you tell Gregory that you and | kissed? Were you playing
some macho game with him?”’

Marshall gaze eased over her, warm and searching. At the
same time hisfathoms deep eyes said he fought some demon she
couldn’t read. Hismouth moved asif he might smile, then thought
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better of it. “| was interrogating him about your crash last night.
| did the same with Neal.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You told Neal I' d kissed you?”’

“No.” He held a hand up. “No. Gregory taunted me about
you...made some stupid statementswhen | told him to stay away
fromyou.”

Gratification flowed strong asariver through her. Sheforgot
to be angry as she thought about what would motivate himto tell
Gregory to stay away. “He didn’t come to the house last night as
far as| know. But what did he say? What did he taunt you with?’

“He said alot of stupid things. Number one was not telling
me who he was with last night.”

“Where was he?’

“At aratty hotel outside town.”

Ratty suggested many things. “Who do youthink waswith him?”’

He shrugged. “Haven't aclue, but that doesn’t mean | won't
find out. I had nothing to hold him on, so | let him go. | found
Neal at hishotel and talked with him, then he came by later inthe
morning. He had nothing to add. I’ m not surewho is hiding what,
but you can be sure I'll find out.”

She settled into the warm towel, aripple of remaining chill
rolling through her. He hadn’t answered her earlier question about
thefictitiouskiss, and it grated on her. “What could he have said
that made you lie about kissing me?’

When he didn’t answer she reached for the door handle. He
leaned over and put his hand over hers, and once again she found
him too close for reasonable comfort. “Don’t. Don’'t go yet.”

His fingers seemed to burn hers, and yet excitement
thrummed through her blood. “Why?’

“We' ve got some unfinished business.”

Awash in a sudden heat that gathered in her face and fanned
downward, she locked eyes with him. Mistake number one: not
looking away. Mistake number two: she couldn’t look away now
that he' d captured her.
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Her mouth felt dirt dry again and she licked her lips. “You
didn’t stop at the hospital last night.”

A fireignited in hisgaze, and hisnostrilsflared the slightest
bit. “Did that surprise you?’

Dana spoke before she could think too much about the right
answer. “No.”

“Disappointed you?’

Did she detect hope in his voice? Nah, that wouldn’'t make
sense. “’ Course not. Why would | be disappointed?’

He leaned forward alittle farther, and she wished he' d kept
on hisfanatical hat so she could ignore everything mouthwatering
about him and fixate on the outlandish. “You tell me.”

“Areyou ever not acop?”’

He inhaled and his broad chest heaved. She caught a peek of
dark chest hair revealed at the collar of hisshirt. Tenson glided like
sweset, spiced wine deep into her stomach, filling her with tingling
warmth. Not like you haven't seen his chest before, Dana. Better
shove that tongue back in your mouth before you step onit.

As Marshall’s gaze cruised over her with a hot, undeniable
message, Dana speculated on whether he recognized this heart-
pounding needin her eyesand decided to take up her offer. Hereached
into hisback pocket for hiswallet. As he extracted a greenback, she
at first didn’t know what he intended. Then it hit her.

Holy mother.

“Fifty dollars?’ she asked, her voice warbling. “What’s
that for?”

“Charity.” Hislipsparted after thewords, and her gaze affixed
to his mouth. A mouth that seemed destined to touch her. Before
she could make another sound, he slipped open the blanket
surrounding her, and tucked the fifty dollars into the pocket on
her shirt. “ For taking you away from thebooth and...” Marshall’s
attention drifted over her face in alingering, carnal assessment.
“...making you remember nightmares.”
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“Thisisn’t necessary, Marshall. Really.”

He leaned closer and closer and before she could blink, his
lips hovered over hers. His mint-scented breath, so hot and
stimulating, drove her to thisside of psychosis. Maybe she' d meet
him halfway. Maybe she’d give this stubborn, bossy, incredible
man akiss. It would be heaven. Somehow | just know it would be
the most erotic, most exciting kiss of my life.

“Isfifty dollarsenough?’ he asked, whispering low. “1’ d pay
ahundred.”

“1 am not for sale, Marshall.” She wanted her tone to sound
stern, but instead it emerged breathless. Her hands reached for
his shoulders, tested the strength of steel like muscles. A woman
could get lost in all that sinew and never come up for air.

“Then shut up.”

She couldn’t recall the last time a man’s husky, demanding
voice had made her want something so much. Her breath
accelerated, aflush passing through her entire body.

Theradio squawked. “Marshal thisiscentral, what isyour Sx?’

Marshall flinched and drew back, an expl etive spewing forth
as he reached for the radio.

After identifying himself he said, “ This had better be good.”

As the dispatcher explained what she needed, Dana ached
with amix of relief and frustration. Since it had stopped raining,
she rolled down the window a crack. The scent of a recent rain
filled her nose, refreshing the stuffy car. Amazing that a short
time ago nature had raged. Peacefilled the cool, clear air asfluffy
cloudsdrifted away and blue sky showed among the mountai ntops.

A tapping on the window made her jerk in surprise. Aunt
Lucille stood outside with Skeeter. Skeeter’s expression said he
had a secret he'd rather not share, and it dawned on Dana that
they had almost caught her and Marshall kissing.

Lovey! Rumorswould haveflownfar and wide. Aunt Lucille
didn’t have areputation for keeping her mouth shut, so the entire
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town would have known about it. The old adage saved by the bell
fitsthistime.

Dana stepped out of the car. “Hey. | seeyou’ ve survived the
tempest.”

Aunt Lucille's gaze bounced from Danato Marshall, even
though Marshall continued to talk on the radio. “ Some storm.
Areyou al right, dear?’

Aunt Lucilleknew about her phobia, and her concerned gaze
said sheworried. “I’m fine.” Dana shrugged off the blanket and
refolded it. “I’m ready to get back to the booth. There are tons of
hungry lips out there just waiting for charity.”

Marshall replaced theradio. “I’ ve got to go.”

“lsn’'t it your day off?" Skeeter asked.

“Yeah, but Sheriff Pizer needs a favor. He's feeling under
the weather and has some paperwork he has to get finished.”

Skeeter grinned. “Wait a minute. He was supposed to take
his old mama shopping today, wasn’t he?’

Marshall’s frown should have scared away about anyone,
but Skeeter’sirreverent expression didn’t fade. “Yeah.”

“Well, | guessthere’s always something good about going to
the Pizer’'s,” Skeeter said.

Aunt Lucille winced. “ Jenny Pizer. Oh, boy.”

Danafelt an instant twinge somewhere in the region of her
heart. “Humph.”

Lucille tossed Dana a curious look. “I don’t think that it's
healthy she still lives with her parents, do you?’

Dana opened her mouth, but Marshall spoke first. “I don’t
think it's any of our business.”

Ignoring Lucille and Skeeter, Marshall surveyed Danawith
aquick gaze that reminded her of the almost kiss. A fire seemed
to blaze in her belly and made her wonder what might have
happened. Logan appeared at the side of the truck.

“Don’'tworry,” Logan said before Marshall could say athing.
“Ill look after her.”



Marshall’s Law 147

“1’m not atoddler, guys.” Danatook a deep breath to steady
her warring emotions. “I think | can find my way to the booth
with no trouble.”

Marshall’s glower took on mammoth proportions. “That’s
not the point, and you know it.”

Without another word he closed the passenger door and roared
out of the park.

The next evening Dana parked her body on the long, low-
slung sectional couch that lined one wall of theliving areain the
basement. As sheturned down the lights, she caught a glimpse of
herself inthe gold speckled mirrorsthat lined the wall behind the
couch. It ailmost gave her a heart attack. She put her hand to her
chest and took a deep breath. Her red cotton pajamas, tangled
hair, and startled expression would be enough to scare any ghost.
Snickering, she settled onto the couch and snuggled deep under
the blankets. Maybe, asAunt Lucille had said, thiswas astrange
idea. Frankly, shedidn’t care. If she could discover who or what
haunted the basement, maybe she could wrap up this situation
and go home.

Home.

Back to New Mexico to her cozy placefilled with the books
she loved, the solitude, the few friends she could depend upon.
She' d negotiate with her landlord and explain to her mother that
Aunt Lucille was fine. She'd finish this book and forget about
Macon...someday....

Dana knew her toughest problem, writer’s block, hadn’t
resolved. Going back to New Mexico now wouldn’'t mean she’' d
start writing again. She’ d yet to spend aday sunning on the bal cony
and penning a few inspired words. After today’s fiasco with
Gregory at the kissing booth, the rain, and her confession to
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Marshall, shedidn’t know if she could find theinterest in writing.
She should. After all, the last few days had filled with enough
odd occurrences and intrigue enough to fill anovel. Not ahorror
novel, though. She wanted the time and the quiet to give this
story another chance so the one Chapter nestled in her notebook
on the side table would turninto several chapters. But how could
she do that? The need, the overwhelming desire to write had
sprung a leak like a helium balloon, squealing for answers and
receiving none. Her muse, as her Aunt Lucille said earlier in the
evening, had plum tuckered out.

Looking to her left, she realized she couldn’t see the heart
shaped bed from her position. The bar, pool table, stereo and
ping pong table stood in the way. Still, if even a sigh erupted
from that area, she’d run over there and find...what? Ghosts?

Okay, ghosties, where are ya?

Danashivered as shelooked at thefireplace. She should have
started up the gas hearth. The glow and warmth would have
comforted her but driven away the specters.

“Bah, humbug.” She could imagine Marshall’sdisapproving
look. She already knew what he’ d think of this set up. He'd give
her an indulgent look if not a disbelieving one.

The quiet atmosphere surrounded Dana, and she decided
she’d try writing alittle, even though the surging need to create
remained dormant. Shereached for her pen and her idea notebook
sitting on the side table, shifted into a comfortable position and
took a deep breath. She closed her eyes, drew in several deep
breaths, and commanded her imagination to set to work.

A little free writing. An attempt at unleashing what
imagination she had left. Let it rip.

She imagined a cool, splattering waterfall with diamond
points of light scattering across the pond below the pounding
liquid. Surprised at how easy the image cameto her, she decided
to let the fantasy go a little farther before she tried writing it
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down. Perhapsif shelet her mind’s eyetango instead of trying to
hog tie herself to the outline, she'd find new directions.

Before she knew it theimage increased in power. She stood
at the edge of the pond, naked and trembling. Yet the trembling
didn’t come from cold. Instead she sensed a power and need that
shook her from theinside out, adesireto break freefrom constraint
and convention and let the whole damn world see who resided
under the veneer she created after she published her first novel.

The beauty surrounding her strummed like notes from a
guitar, arousing and relaxing. Bird song filled the air and she
watched the winged creatures flit among the tall stand of pines
around thearea. Warm sun lit the area, but afresh breezed brushed
against her skin. Shedidn’t fedl self-conscious. Instead she wanted
to reach for the water and the excitement she knew lay beneath
the shimmering liquid. Somewhere, under therippling bluewater,
she’d find answersto al her problems, doubts, and fears.

Comeon in...the water’sfine.

Obeying, she jumped feet first into the cool depths. Right
away shediscovered the water didn’t reached her neck. In fact, it
covered only half her breasts. Her nipplestingled with delicious
and painful delight as the shock of the water startled her senses.
Water |apped over her nipples, tickling them like aman’s tender
touch. Danatilted her head back, spread her arms over the surface,
and let the cool water turn to warmth. Ah, yes. She drifted there
for eternity, enjoying relaxation and the continual stroke of the
water under her breasts, around her breasts, over her nipples. This
place gave her a thrill, deep down like alover’s caress. Maybe
she would stay here and forget to return to the real world.

Another splash caught her attention.

In her fantasy her eyes flew open and she saw a man had
entered the pond and swam with slow, measured strokes in her
direction. Wild spirals of excitement darted through her body as
Marshall glided in the water like a sleek, powerful animal. She
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didn’t know whether to vault from the pond or stay rooted to the
spot, excitement building as he came toward her. Dana had never
seen aman swim like this before, as if he conquered the water
and directed its movement. His muscles bunched and released in
acounter play that mesmerized her. Hiswet hair gleamed, water
dropl ets streaming down hisface with each movement of hishead.
When he came within two feet of her he stood and the water
came halfway up his chest. Rivulets of water trailed through the
dark hair on his pectorals. Her temperature rose as his gaze
took her in, encompassing in an assessment that spoke of
undeniable needs and sensual secrets. Instead of dark
chocolate, hiseyesturned almost black with desire. She knew
he wanted her, and wished with everything inside her he'd
relent and take her in his arms.

Danareleased ashiver, asigh parting her lips. “ Thisisgood.
Really good. I’ ve got to write this down.”

Instead shelonged for him to come closer and reached toward
him, hoping he' d accept her hand. The dare and challenge in his
eyestold her if shewanted him she’ d have to make another move.

Someone cleared hisor her throat. Danagasped and her heart
almost jumped out of her chest.
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hapler 12

Dana’s eyes popped opened and she et out another gasp. She
dropped her paper and pen as she stood and her blankets fell
down around her ankles.

The object of her fantasy had appeared from nowhere.

Unlikein her wild fancies, though, this man was not naked.

Marshall stood by the fireplace dressed in his head-to-toe
black, secret agent man attire. Grinning like something was pretty
funny. “Damn it, Marshall!”

He put his fingers to his lips. “Shhhh. No need to wake
Lucille.” He glanced around. “Including the ghosts.”

She wanted to throttle him, but held back the urge. “ She's at
bingo. The ghostswon’t show upif thereisawhol e bloody parade
going through the basement. Now what the-”

He stepped forward so fast she didn’t havetimeto say another
word before his big hand covered her mouth and his other arm
went around her waist. Her jerked her close.

Dana made muffled sounds under Marshall’s hand, but
he shook his head and glared at her in warning. “I thought
| heard something.”
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She stiffened in his arms, as much from the heat of his
proximity asfrom not wanting to alert Aunt Lucilleif shereturned
from bingo early. When she heard no indication Aunt Lucillewas
home, Danamoved in Marshall’sarms, pushing against his chest.
Powerful muscle resisted her struggles. He shook his head again
and kept his hand over her mouth. The feeling of his hard chest
under her fingers sent awild zing of unholy pleasure through her.
She stopped moving and savored the sensation for afew seconds
asit burned and tingled along her body.

He feels good against me. So hard. So male. Good, my ass.
He feels sexy as hell. Her internal dialogue demanded honesty,
and yet she didn’t want to admit having this man’s arms around
her caused her to light up like a Roman candle. A perverse idea
came to mind. She stuck her tongue out and touched his palm
with awet wiggle.

He cursed under his breath and stepped back like she’'d
slapped him.

“Brennan Marshall,” she growled. “You annoying, big,
nasty, lug-headed...” She sputtered. “Mangy, oversized...”
She sputtered again.

“Go ahead. | think you missed at |least a couple of lettersin
the alphabet.”

“Don’t get smart with me. What are you doing here? How
did you get in here?’

“You really ought to curb that language of yours, you know.
There are other words in the alphabet besides ‘hell.” Someone
might get the idea to clean your mouth out with soap.”

If her blood pressure hadn’t skyrocketed into the atmosphere
in the last few minutes, it did now. She stalked toward him and
planted her hands on her hips. “Just who do you think you are,
breaking into this house? You' re not above the law, just because
you are the law.”

Heheld up one hand. “ Calm down. I’ m seeing how easy it is
to break into this house.”
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“Why did you break into the house?And, | might add, disrupt
apretty good fantasy?’

His eyebrows lifted at her last sentence, speculation fueling
afirein hisgaze. “ Fantasy?’ His gaze dropped to thewriting pad
that had fallen to the floor. “Horror?’

“Never mind.” Sowhat if her imagination had turned toward
romance rather than horror the way she’d hoped. She could dig
something horrid and terrible out of the pond scene she' d created
in her head. Surely.

A tiny smirk formed at the side of hismouth. It made him appear
way too handsome, especialy when she wanted to be annoyed with
him. “Aunt Lucille needs new locks. It wastoo easy to get in here. |
wanted to make sure that you were both safe.”

She wanted to thank him for the information, at the same
time she wanted to brain him with the fireplace poker. “ That’s all
well and good, but why couldn’t you havetold usyou were going
to try and break in here? And how did you get in?’

“Through the far window at the end of the basement. Don’'t
worry, | didn’t damage anything.”

Her brows pinched together. “1 can’'t believe | didn’t hear
you. That'sincredible. Thoseare practically brand new windows.”

Marshall lifted his stocking cap off his head and ran a hand
through his hair. “Brand new, but not invincible.”

“That doesn’'t excusethefact you brokeinwithout telling anyone
you were going to experiment. Aren’'t you worried about getting in
trouble with Sheriff Pizer for pulling something like this?’

“Not at all. Sheriff Pizer knew about it and so did your aunt.”

Immediate and clear, the message camethrough. “1 see. Well,
| guess I'll just have a little talk with Aunt Lucille about this.
Sinceyou still don’'t trust me, and apparently neither does she.”

Maybe the hurt came through her voice, for his expression
altered to some remorse. “Trust isimportant to you, isn't it?’

“Of courseitis. Wouldn't it be for you?”’
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“Yeah.” He narrowed the space between them. His gaze did
aforay over her pgamas. Tweaking the collar of her top with his
index finger, he asked, “Flannel, en? And you talk about me.”

Twisting her lips into a sardonic smile, she bent down to
pick up her blankets, already aware of the chill in the air without
them. “Wise-acre.” She fought asmile. “Since when did you get
a sense of humor?’

He cocked an eyebrow. “The day | met you.”

Soft and low, his voice made her hot and edgy and restless.
Itching, frankly, for a draught to quench this odd thirst she felt
whenever he stood near and asked her ridiculous and probing
guestions. Hisgaze swept over her with disconcerting evaluation.

Dana plopped down on the couch and leaned back against
the cushions. A sigh escaped her. “This is crazy. Can we wrap
this up now? The ghosts will never show up with all the noise
going on down here.”

One corner of hismouth did turn up for about ahalf asecond.
“You redlly think that ghosts are just going to appear?’

She shrugged. “Why not? As | said before, | wouldn’t have
believed it if it hadn’t been for what | heard the other night.”

Marshall headed for the sliding glass door, pushing asidethe
drapes and unlatching the door. “I’ll leave you to your ghost
busting. I'll see you Sunday at the football game.”

Danastood. Disappointment flickered over her, and she hated
to admit she didn’t want him to leave. The feeling mingled with
her confusion. “Football?’

“Lucilledidn’t tell you? Two teams of men against each other
for the golden prize. Actually, it's an annual charity event.”

She put her hands up in agesture of surrender, then let them
flop to her sides. “ Of course she didn’t tell me. No one tells me
anything around here.” When he started to speak, she held one
hand up. “No, don't tell me. The golden prizeiskissing awoman.
Or getting a date with awoman, or—"
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“No.” Marshall turned away from the sliding glass door and
headed toward her, each step decisive and slow.

As he strode toward her, Dana's heart flip-flopped in her
chest. She stood stiff as atree trunk. He came in close to her, so
near she thought he might tumble her onto the couch. Swift and
sure, before another synapse could connect, he leaned down and
planted the lightest, sweetest kiss on her mouth she’ d ever had. It
couldn’t have lasted more than two seconds, and she didn’t have
timeto think much less respond. Before she could say aword, he
turned and left. When the sliding glass door closed he dissolved
into the night. Stunned, she touched her lips, expecting somehow
that they would feel different. Hotter.

Her heart picked up speed, and she let the stunning,
thrilling rush invigorate her blood. Curse him. Now she’' d never
get to sleep.

“Sothe bed didn’'t makeanoise?’ Kerrieasked, sinking with
asighinto thechair at the breakfast nook in Aunt Lucille’ shome.

Dana stood on the other side of the breakfast bar, stirring
sugar into her coffee. “Not a peep. A waste of time.”

Today she needed super high-test caffeine. She stayed half
awake all last night, parked in the basement, waiting for the
heart shaped bed to let out a groan, moan or otherwise. She
rubbed her eyes. The entire time she wondered if she’'d
imagined the whol e episode with Marshall. In fact, she couldn’t
say if the tiny peck on the lips had evolved from atired mind.
It must be one big, fat illusion.

Dana watched the coffee swirling around and around. She
put down the spoon, then took asip. “ Jumping holy jalopies, this
islikedludge. I'm surprisedit didn’t eat through the spoon. Where
did this recipe come from? Marshall’s office?’
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Chuckling, Kerrie put her mug down. “It’s not that bad.”

“What doesAunt Lucille call this?’

“ Super-dooper java. It'sLucille’ sblend of beans. Shegrinds
them herself. I’m surprised you haven't tasted it before.”

Dana wrinkled her nose in distaste. “She's always trying
something new. Maybethat’swhat | should do...start up acoffee
shop. Thistown could use a good mocha latte, cappuccino, you
name it beverage shop.”

“Inyour spare time? When would you write?’

SinceKerrie seemed to betaking her seriously, Danasaid, “I
could write in the evenings.”

Kerrie's skeptical expression flowed with her next words.
“You don’t write days or evenings now. What'sit going to taketo
get out of thisslump?’

“The mystery of the humping ghosts. Solved.”

Kerrie laughed, her voice going from somewhat amused to
hilarity in two seconds. “ From what you described about last night,
that doesn’t seem likely.”

Grimacing, Dana gave her friend a weary look. “Oh, well.
Nothing should surprise me in this town. | swear the weirdest
things have happened since | arrived.”

“So areyou saying it’syou that’s causing the weird things or
that Macon stepped out of one of your novels.”

“That's what | told Marshall. | mean that this town has a
great Salem’s Lot atmosphere. Definitely aweird twist.” Shetook
another swallow of coffee and decided the caffeine boost
outweighed the hideous taste.

“You aren’t afraid of the ghosts?’

“Nah. | didn’t feel anything creepy about the basement. That's
what makes me wonder if it's human intervention making the
noises. Nothing ectoplasmic about the situation at all.”

“Still...” Kerrie shifted her spoon around on a white paper
napkin. She looked up with a puzzled expression.
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“Still what? It’s crazy I'm still here in this town trying to
solvethe case of bed hopping ghosts, or that someonetried tokill
me?’ She knew nothing would make her feel safe until whoever
tried to kill her had goneto jail.

Kerrie shook her head. “None of the above. It's just that
something very out of joint isgoing on hereand | can’t decipher
what itis.”

“You're telling me?’

Kerriewent silent for several moments, her degp thoughtsevident
in the concentration she poured onto the table in front of her.

Moments later she spoke. “And to think | wastrapped in the
bathroom yesterday whileall that excitement was going on around
me at the park.”

“Not exactly excitement. More like terror.” Dana had told
her friend about the way the storm had affected her. Kerrie had
known about her phobia all along.

Kerrie leaned back from the table, resting against the hard
wood chair. Sunlight sent streamers through the parted curtains
and across her face. “You haven't told me everything. | know
when you' re holding out on me. What happened in thetruck while
you and Marshall were sheltering in his car?’

No way, Jose, Juan, or whatever the name might be. She
couldn’t say that Marshall had almost paid her fifty dollars to
kiss him. “He, uh...offered me abit of money for akiss.”

The words slipped out and she slapped a hand over her
own mouth.

Kerrie'sconspiratorial grin broadened. “Ahal | seehow itis.
It'sjust as | thought.”

A strange panic laced through Dana, and she wished she could
sink into a hole and disappear.

Kerrie stared into her coffee, then pushed aside the almost
empty mug. “Lucille and | knew you and Marshall would set
sparks off each other.”
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Kerrie pushed back her chair. While shereached for the coffee
pot, she nodded toward Dana’s cup. Danamade apositive motion
with her hand, and Kerrie poured anew steaming cup of the nasty
stuff for Dana.

“What inspired you to do all this conspiring to get Marshall
and | together?’ Dana asked, resigned to the facts.

“Wedidn't conspire. We just thought if you two got within a
city block of each other there’'d be thunder and lightning and
fireworksin general. Yesterday was good evidence.”

Dana didn't know whether to scream, or give into their
machinations without a whimper. What did it matter? Whether
she found the man attractive or not, asimple brush of lips across
lipsdidn’t necessarily mean much. Perhaps she' d imagined every
hot, needful ook he’ d sent her way.

“You're nuts, Kerrie. A freak thunderstorm does not a
conspiracy make. Thereare no sparks between Marshall and |, so
you can get that idea right out of your head. There can’'t be any
special feelings.”

Kerrie's brows drew down as she frowned. “Why not?’

Why not?

The words rang in her mind. For a full thirty seconds she
said nothing, because she didn’t know the answer. “BecauseI’'m
not staying in Macon forever. Once this whole ghost thing is
finished I'll go back to New Mexico where | belong.”

Kerrie appeared skeptical. “You mean you'd throw
away areally wonderful opportunity with a fantastic man?
You wouldn’t stay and see how your relationship
progresses? What are you afraid of ?”

Doubt crept around the edges of Dana's lame excuses. She
wanted to hate Kerrie for being so reasonable and right. Before
she could speak Kerrie continued.

“Eric said that Marshall believes the same thing. That you
two are not having a mutual attraction.”
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Dana hesitated, unsure she’d heard her friend right. “Eric?
You've been talking to Eric about Marshall and me?’ A new
feeling emerged-pissed off. “Eric said Marshall is not interested
in me?’

Aflushfilled Kerrie'scheeks. “ It dipped out. Ericand | were
talking one day and we both noticed this...this thing going on
between you and Marshall and Eric said he tried talking to
Marshall about his ex-wife and-"

“Ex wife? | didn’t even know he'd been married.” A stab of
jealousy and annoyance toyed with Dana. The annoyance because
shedidn'tlikeher persond life splattered about likegossipinatabloid.

Kerrie put up one hand. “Wait. One situation at atime,
please.”

Curiosity made Danalean forward, her hands clasped together
on the table. “Go on.”

“Yes, he's been married before. But he's divorced now
and hasbeen for sometime.” A heavy sigh ushered from Kerrie.
“You're right, | shouldn’t be talking about this. Marshall is
going to have to explain about the divorce and what it has to
do with Eric.”

Too many things tangled in her mind, and Dana realized if
she wanted to know what cranked Marshall’s chain, she'd have
to ask the man himself. “Now that soundsinteresting. But | don’t
think 1’1l ever find out. I’'m not about to ask Marshall personal
information like that.”

“1 wish you wouldn’t say that. Eric can’t get much out of
him. If Marshall had a good woman he could confide in, that
might help him to heal. He's got some wounds inside that could
use some serious balm.”

“Yet Marshall isn’t interested inme, according to Eric.” Dana
felt the earth sink about an inch, along with alittle piece of her
emotions. Okay, a big piece. “That’s a fine howdy-do. And all
right with me.”
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“What | mean is, Marshall might say he's not interested, but
I’ ve seen the way he looks at you.”

A thrill raced through Dana's midsection, erasing the lump
in her intestines. “Oh, yeah? How’'s that?’

Kerrie smiled. “Like he wants to eat you up.”

Sweet shivers seemed to attack Dana from all sides. But
mystification mixed with a desire to know what went on in the
infuriating man’s head. “1 wouldn’t expect Marshall to talk with
anyone like that. He seems a little too hard, too internal to let
anyonein.”

Kerriedrained the last of her coffee, then stood and took the
cup to the sink. “ Are you sure? He was married once. Don’t you
think he had to get close to her?’

Dana closed her eyes a moment and imagined him intimate
with any woman. Just the idea of him touching, maybe even
kissing another woman, made the acid burn in Dana’s stomach.
Rats! Now I’vedoneit. I’ ve started to care. Enough to be jealous
of the woman heisn’t married to anymore. Double crud.

Wrestling with treacherous feelings, Dana stood and rinsed
her coffee mug and they put the cups in the dishwasher. Dana
mulled things over in her head before speaking again.

“You obviously have an interesting relationship with Eric
Dawesif he' d confesshisfriend’s secretsto you.” Theideamade
Danafedl better than she had moments before.

Kerrie shrugged and an embarrassed flush covered her cheeks.
“I’ve got severa confessionsto make.”

“Okay, I’'m the priest. Go for it, and it better be good.”

Instead of smiling asDanathought shewould, Kerrie sank further
down into her seat until she could prop the back of her head against
the wood. “Eric and | have always been pals, and it wasn't until a
few weeks back that | started to think of him adifferent way.”

Danasat upright, her back feeling tight asaboard. Awareness
prickled over her as well as mischief. “Different? The way
pumpkin pieis different from lemon custard pie?’
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“Uh, you could say that. Eric’s handsome. But if that’s all it
was, I’d be able to ignore him. | never thought after my husband
died I’d be interested in another man. Ever.”

Tears stung Dana's eyes, and she took a heaving breath to
shove back the wave of unexpected sadnessfor her friend. “1 can
only imagine.”

“Anyway, | spent some time with Eric and Tabitha and
discovered that | love being with them. We've uh....”

Dana's eyes widened. “ You' ve slept together?’

“No, no.” Kerrie laughed. “Nothing like that. We're in an
exploratory stage.”

It made sense. Kerrie and Eric had both experienced some
rough times and their spouses had died in accidents. “ You share
something in common.”

Kerrie speared her friend with a sharp glance. “I try not to
think about that.”

“1 know. I’'m sorry. | didn’t mean to remind you.”

“It’'sal right. When Eric and | have been together we haven't
spoken about the way our...the way his wife died and the way
Stuart died. It may be too soon. In away the pain istoo fresh.”

Threads of hurting spilled through Kerrie's words. She
reached across and clasped Kerrie's hand for a moment. “I'm
really sorry. I’ve been selfish. I’ ve been caught up in my writing
problems, my landlord situation, and the bizarre stuff going onin
thishouse. I’ veignored everyone else'sfeelings.” Guilt brought
more sympathetic tears to her eyes. “| apologize.”

Kerriesmiled, her warmth evident and shining from her eyes.
“Oh, come now. You're the best friend a lady could have. And
you can’t take the world’'s weight on your shoulders, either.
Especialy when someone tried to run you off the road. That's a
lot more serious than Eric and | suffering from old grief.”

Danadidn’t believeit. Kerrie had alwaystried to stay strong,
and now Dana could see the way it had worn her down. “Have
your tried talking with Eric about hiswife, about any of it?’
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“Like | said, no.” She made a rueful smile. “You could say
I’m achicken.”

Danagrinned. “Okay. Kerrie, you're a chicken.”

Kerrie's laugh echoed around the room. “Anyone ever tell
you you' re asmarty pants?”’

“Someone asked me that question the other day.”

Kerrie put her index finger to her chin in thought. “Let me
see, who could that be? Does the first name start withaB?’

“You got it.” Danatried another sip of coffee and decided
she’d doneAunt Lucilleawrong. The energy boost she got from
this stuff went on and on. She wrinkled her nose. “I gave him an
outline of all the other people who' d called me smart-ass. Just so
he’ d know he wasn't the first one.”

Kerrie laughed. “1 see. So he wouldn’t have the pleasure of
thinking he was first.”

“Exactly.”

Kerrie sighed. “You are bad. Really bad.”

The phonerang, making them both jump. Knowing that Aunt
Lucillewasin theattic and wouldn’t hear the sound, Danarushed
to grab the phone. “Hello?’

“Dana, thisis Marshall.”

Her heart started stuttering and damming. Asif she wouldn't
know that voiceanywhere. “ Speak of thedevil. Wewerejust talking
about you.” A long pause made her speak again. “ Are you there?’

“Yeah. Listen, do you have some time to talk?’

“Sure. Fire away.”

“It'sprivate.”

A strange, tingling anticipation dlid like warm honey through
her veins. “Kerrie's here. Isthat private enough?’

“No.”

Dana looked at her friend, but Kerrie seemed to have read
her mind. “1 get the hint. Must be Marshall.”

Chuckling, Dana said into the phone, “You’ re driving away
my friends.”
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Hegrunted.

“1 see. The gorilla has spoken, Kerrie.”

“Tell the furry fellow hello,” Kerrie said as with a wave a
smile, and a see you later, she left the house.

“Gorilla?’ Hisinquiry sounded indignant.

Then sheremembered that she’ d vowed momentsagoto give
people more slack. “ Sorry.”

“Why were you talking about me? Did you mention last
night?’

Hiscuriosity made her wonder why he cared. She scrambled
for something to say. “Uh, no. Not last night. | thought you might
want to keep your nocturnal wanderings a secret. | did tell her
that | was in the basement and didn’t hear anything.”

A sigh cameover theline. “ Good. Because no one el se needs
to know. It ties in with what |1 needed to talk with you about.
What | propose should happen after the football game on Sunday.”

“That’sonly aday away.”

“Just listen.”

Exasperation warred with her promised patience. “Okay.
What isit?’

“1 want to spend the night with you. Just thetwo of us. Alone.”

Danaamost swallowed her tongue. “ Stay all night with me?’

“We need to investigate further.”

“Investigate?’ she asked, her voice coming out as a croak.
Heat crept up her neck into her face.

“The ghosts. In the basement. | figured | could stop by after
the game and finally get to the bottom of what’s going on with
that bed.”

Oh, he's talking about ghosts here and I’'m thinking he
means...oh, hell.

“But you said you don’t believe in the ghosts,” she said.

“1 don't believe it’s ghosts, but someone is messing around
in that basement and I’'m finding out who it is.”
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Tiny panic inched under her skin. “Okay, I’'m sure Lucille
will approve. You could camp out in one of the rooms upstairs.”

“1’m not staying in abedroom. I’ ll be downstairs. And you'll
be with me.”

Dana didn’'t like the direction the conversation turned.
Carrying the cordless phone, she walked from one side of the
kitchen to the other. Honestly. Now you’ ve taken on hisannoying
pacing habit?

“A man not only of few words but even less explanation.
Why just us? I’m not letting you off the hook.”

“Because you obviously care about your aunt and want to
solve the mystery. That's as good areason as any.”

Someone cleared their throat and Danawhirled. Aunt Lucille
stood in the entryway to the kitchen, her smile broad. “Whoison
the phone, dear?’

Dana handed the phone to her aunt. “Marshall.”

Delight covered the older woman’sface as shetook the phone.
As shelistened to Marshall’s proposal, Aunt Lucille took up the
pacing Danahad started earlier. “ Of course. What afabulousidea.
But I've got that Ladies Auxiliary meeting in Carter. Dana must
haveforgottentotell you. You'll havethe entire houseto yourself
for the evening.”

Danaglared at her smiling aunt. Bull hockey! There was no
auxiliary meeting in Carter. She’d made it up on the spot, the
conniving matchmaker.

After she hung up the phone, Aunt L ucille clapped her hands
once and smiled. “ Thisiswonderful. You can make a party out of
it. The catch the ghost party.”

“Party?’ Dana asked.

Aunt Lucille flapped her hands. “You know. Chips. Dip.
Maybe even pizza.”

“Uh, | don’t know about that. | think all he’s looking for is
covert stuff. Hiding behind the couch and watching for the bogie
man. Thingslike that.”
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“You’ re absolutely right, dear. Chips crunching would scare
the ghosts away. Pizzaitis.”

Danahad to laugh. “Are you sure thisis agood idea?’

Aunt Lucille hid behind a grin. “Of course. | can’t obstruct
thelaw, you know.” Shetook Dana’s handsin her thin, cool palms.
“Dear, you know there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“I’m not afraid of ghosts.”

“That's not what I’'m talking about.” Releasing Dana she
walked to the bay window that formed part of the breakfast nook
and waved a hand at the panorama outside. “Why don’t you go
outside and lay on the hammock. Daydream a little. Find
something pleasant to fantasize about so that you can let your
writing mind go free.”

“What does that have to do with our ghost party?’

“Release of tension. Release of that block that is keeping
you from more than just writing.”

“Such as?’

“Pent up frustrations. You need to have some fun, darling. |
think your lifeistoo much work and not enough play.”

Dana suspected she knew what her aunt meant. “How can |
play while my unfinished manuscript languisheslike ahalf eaten
sandwich? Soon my ideas will be al moldy.”

“Honey, it’'sbecause you' re not playing that your ideasaren’t
bearing any fruit.”

Dana grinned. “You're saying | need the writer’'s
version of prunes.”

Aunt Lucillelaughed. “Exactly right, my dear.”

L ogic warred with emotion. “What would you call this? |’ ve
been hereashort timeand all I’ vedoneisplay. I’ ve been through
several adventures, gone to adance, been run off the road. What
more can | ask?’

Danawent to thewindow. Beyond the multi-paned glass stood
a covered patio with the hammock, deck chairs, and table. She
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could picture herself enjoying thefall weather. Pine needlesgraced
the ground beyond, leading into a dark forest rife with horror
novel possibilities. Passed that, hiding among nature, lay the
answer to her writer’s block.

Danalooked at her aunt. “Maybe you' reright.”

Aunt Lucille patted her shoulder. “ Of coursel’ m right. Now
enjoy the Indian summer. | hear asnow storm is due next week.”

With her imagination beginning to awaken, Danaenvisioned
a log fire and the taste of hot cocoa. Along with that she saw
Marshall snuggled on the couch downstairs with her. His arm
would be around her, drawing her against him as he lowered his
head, hislipstasting-

Startled by theintimate picture, shejerked back to the present.
Heat flooded her body.

“Pleasant thoughts, my dear?” Aunt Lucilleasked withagrin.

Aunt Lucille’s question made Dana grimace. “Not exactly.”
She headed for the kitchen door. “I’d better get on that
daydreaming if | want to write afew pagestoday. Beforethat big
lug Marshall arrives.”

Marshall strode through the Sheriff’s office after hiscall to
Dana, wondering what the man wanted.

When he knocked on the Sheriff’s closed door, hereceived
an instant reply to enter. He slipped inside the small office.
Pizer looked up from paperwork and gestured toward the chair
in front of his massive desk. “ Sit down, Marshall. “We' ve got
to have atalk.”

For thefirst timein along time Marshall’s gut clenched. He
sat down. “ Anything wrong?’

“Yes and no. It's about this Cummings woman.”

The sheriff’s tone, edged with roughness, didn’t endear him
to Marshall. “Dana Cummings?’



Marshall’s Law 167

Pizer’s eyes narrowed. “ You know who I’ m talking about.”

“If it’'s about Skeeter watching out for her—”"

“We've got a man power problem around here Marshall.
You' ve pulled plenty of extrashiftsto know that we can’'t pamper
one person in this town to the detriment of all the others.”

Marshall stiffened in his chair, letting anger wash through
him and hoping it didn’t show on his face. “I wasn’'t aware
protecting Miss Cummings against further attack was pampering
her, sir. It isour job to protect and serve.”

Pizer shifted behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with a
relaxed, ‘1-could-care-less attitude. “Wecan't afford to have Skeeter
protecting her around the clock. That'sjust theway it is.”

“Skeeter isn't protecting her around the clock. You know
about Logan. They're spreading the work out in shifts. Besides,
I’ve been...” Herealized too late what he' d revealed.

Pizer’'sgazeturned hard. “ You' ve been watching out for her?’

“On my owntime.”

“ And what exactly motivatesyou to spend extrahourslooking
out for Miss Cummings?’

Marshall didn’'t think too deeply about that. “ Trying to do
my job is enough motivation.”

Pizer didn’t appear to buy it. Instead he straightened in his
chair. “You're not falling in love with her, are you Marshall?’

The words hung in the air long enough that Marshall felt
them like solid entities, weighing on hisconsciousand hisbeliefs.
“1 carewhat happensto her. But only intheway | carefor therest
of the peoplein thistown.”

“Uh-huh.” Pizer reached inside his desk and took out a box
of toothpicks. He offered the box to Marshall as if it were a
humidor of Cuban cigars. Marshall shook his head. “So if any
other woman in this town needed the same type of assistance
you'd offer her protection.”

“Of course.”
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“Uh-huh.” Pizer picked his teeth, then rolled the toothpick
around in his lips. “That still doesn’'t solve our problem. Pull
Skeeter off the detail.”

Swallowing hard, Marshall took the plunge. He knew if Pizer
refused hisrequest, he’'d find away around it. “All right. But I'd
like to replace him. Full time.”

“What?’

Marshall knew the Sheriff had heard him. Maybe Pizer
thought he’ d say something different if he played deaf? “| want
to be placed as her full time bodyguard.”

Pizer took the toothpick out of his mouth. “What about your
other cases?’

Marshall shrugged. “ I’ m requesting vacation as of right now.
I’ ve stored up asignificant amount and I’ minto theloseit or use
it category. Besides, crimeisn’t rampant in thistown. Thisisthe
biggest thing we' ve got going in Macon right now.”

Pizer tossed the toothpick into the trashcan and leaned his
elbowsonthedesk. He danted hisgaze at Marshall, hisexpression
suspicious. “You say there isn't anything amorous going on
between you and that woman?’

Marshall wanted to stomp out of the office. “My personal
life isn't the issue, sir. A woman's life may be at stake. If
anything happens to her...if anything happened to her, |
wouldn’'t forgive myself. And you wouldn’t forgive yourself if
the Sheriff’s department got a black eye by way of bad
publicity. Dana’'s got enough friends and family that you can
be sure they’ d have our heads on a pike if they found out we
didn’t provide proper protection.”

Staying quiet for some time, the older man gave Marshall a
long stare. Marshall had worked with this man long enough to
realize you couldn’t give him too much information or you' d find
your head under the guillotine. Better to keep things straight and
never vary too much from the topic.
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“So you want to protect the department,” Pizer said.

“That’sright.” Marshall tightened his grip on the arms
of the chair.

Shrugging, Pizer said, “All right. Vacation granted. When
are you going to start this...observation?’

“ After the football match.”

Pizer frowned. “ Guess she can’t be too important to you if
you're willing to play football over watching her...body.”

Pizer’sdoubleinsinuation made Marshall’sstomachroll. “1f
L ogan wasn'’t watching out for her, you can be sure | wouldn’t be
in the game.”

“You ain't playing anyway, areyou?’ Pizer sniffed.

“Second string, sir. Like always.”

Chuckling, Pizer waved his hand at the door. “Okay, then.
Get outta here.”

As Marshall experienced the relief of leaving the Sheriff’s
cramped office, he thought about everything the man had said.
Comeon, Marshall. What do you feel for Dana? What is pushing
you so hard on this case?

Back in his office he tried to ignore the fact that answers
wouldn’t materialize. At least not ones he wanted to think about.



170 Denise A. Agnew

hapler 13

As Dana strode through the crowd in the park with her Aunt
Lucille, she felt a strange excitement. Children squealed as they
tumbled around the playground under the watchful eye of parents.
One kid let out a whoop as he sailed by on a skateboard. She
seemed infected with the sounds of laughter around her, and the
idea of watching Marshall, Gregory, Neal, Eric and most of the
other men in Macon battle it out on the green.

Right. Admitit. You want to see Marshall flex thoseincredible
muscles. Uh-huh, that’sright admit it. She wanted to see Marshall
in action, wanted to cheer like she was a girlfriend watching her
guy play ball.

Sunlight spilled through high clouds, promising to warm an
otherwise chilly morning. The air smelled of wood fires and the
coming of fall. People spilled from the non-denominational church
across the street, ready to watch the mélée in their Sunday best.

Danainhaled the fresh air, wishing she had more time this
morning out on the patio. She' d taken her aunt’s advice the other
day and loved theresults. A long session dozing in the hammock
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resulted in two dreamsthat Danaknew she could add to her novel.
Something vicious. A hairy nightmare. Followed by a romantic
dream filled with hazy images of atall man drawing her into his
arms and kissing the stuffing out of her.

Thismorning she’ d sat in the hammock armed with pad and
pencil. In the last two days she produced twenty pages. She felt
ready to tackle the world after creating on paper. The words had
flowed, refusing to leave until her hand cramped and she knew
nothing more would materialize that day. Few things gave her as
much pleasure as writing in flow, letting her muse spill words
onto the page at a furious pace.

After the fantasy...ur...dream, she’d realized she wanted
heavy duty romance added to her horror novel. Now that’ll give
my agent aheart attack, by golly. But shewanted loveincluded in
her story. It would make it richer, more intriguing. Now, if the
rest of it would cometogether she’ d leave Macon without regrets.

Danaknew she possessed asilly grin, and when she saw a
man in the distance who appeared familiar, she took a closer
look. He wore almost shoulder length hair, beard, mustache,
and muscular body suited out in ared T-shirt and shorts. Long,
strong, hairy legs. Her mouth almost watered. Yeah, it was
Marshall all right.

Aunt Lucille came to a stop and squinted. “| wonder where
Marshall is?’

Dana pointed to the grouping of men. “He'sright there. See?”’

Aunt Lucillegrinned, and her smile contained ateasing slant.
“Oh, yes.”

Her aunt’srambling continued asthey walked, her enthusiasm
never waning even after two teenage boys rushed by them and
almost knocked them over.

The bleachers cameinto view at the sametimeKerriedid. A
young girl, perhaps nineyearsold, trailed alongside. Blondelike
Kerrie, the girl smiled.
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“Tabithal” Aunt Lucille waved at the girl, and the child ran
to her. Kerrie followed behind, a content ook on her face.

The young girl looked up at Dana with an innocent smile.
“Hi. I’m Tabitha Dawes.”

Dana, warmed by the child’s friendliness, put her hand out.
“Nice to meet you. I’'m Dana Cummings.”

“Daddy said you're Uncle Brennan’sfriend.”

Deep inside she knew thelittle girl couldn’t know what that
implied, so Dana said, “ 