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Chapter 1

The man leaned against an oak tree, smoking a cigarette, watching as a  
flood of college students made their exit from the Liberal Arts building.  He 
spotted her struggling with her pink backpack.   He’d hacked her email and 
printed the class schedule she’d been kind enough to share with her buddies.  
Stupid bitch.  Rachel Mitchell was almost too easy to stalk.  Certainly too easy to 
be worthy of all the time he spent following her.

He watched her stop and talk to a tall, dark-haired boy.  She wore a black T-
shirt with the letters P-I-N-K spread across her ample chest, and the boy was 
having a hard time keeping his eyes off her breasts.  He’d watched her put the 
shirt on earlier from outside her open bedroom window in her ground-floor  
apartment.

He kept an eye on her as she made her way across the parking lot to her 
car.  There was a two-hour break between classes, and she usually went to her  
apartment during that time.  He headed toward his Mustang.  This may be the 
day her life gets changed forever, and not in a good way.  This may be the day 
he’d been patiently waiting for—a day with no witnesses, no struggle, and a ride 
in the trunk of his car.  Payback time, and it was long overdue for Rachel  
Mitchell.

And very, very soon, Anne Mason-Long would also find out that payback is  
hell in a very personal, very painful way.

<><><>
The Front Page Bar used to be Michael Brant’s favorite hangout, but too 

many beers and twenty-one-year-old busty cheerleader types had lost their 
appeal. It had been at least two years since he’d visited.  He wouldn’t be here 
tonight if it weren’t for Edward Casey insisting he needed to talk to Michael, and it 
had to be here, away from the office.  Undoubtedly, Edward would do his best to 
butter him up to get consideration for the deputy prosecutor position Michael had 
open.  He spotted Edward at the bar and headed for him.

<><><>
The bar seemed filled to capacity as Anne Mason-Long waded through the 

crowd toward her friends’ table.  Cheri and Jan, both waving wildly at her, had 
been her friends since college.  She reached them and slid into the booth, nearly 
knocking over their huge margaritas.  The waitress arrived with a margarita for 
Anne, along with a large basket of nachos and a spicy, cheesy dip.

“How is our soon-to-be-free girl doing?”  Cheri asked.  Without waiting for a 
response, she continued, "It's been more than sixty days since you filed for 
divorce.  Personally, I would have divorced that cheating, gambling, lying asshole 
a long time ago.  I love that you're a loyal person, Anne, but the jerk doesn't 
deserve your loyalty."  

"Don't hold back, Cheri.  Say what you really mean," Anne said, rolling her 
eyes.  Cheri was her blunt friend.  Diplomacy was not in her skill set.   "By the 
way, I'm good.  I’ve been so busy at work, there hasn’t been much time to think 
about the divorce."



 “When is D-Day?” Jan asked.  
Anne sighed.  “Allan is contesting the property settlement, so there’s a 

hearing tomorrow.”  The sooner Anne’s divorce hearing was over the better.  She 
needed time to heal, and then get on with her life.

 “You can’t be serious!  That takes nerve, after all the money he’s lost in the 
casinos. What does he want?”  Cheri exclaimed.

“What doesn’t he want?”
Jan perked up in her seat and whispered to Anne, “Oh my God!  Don’t look 

now, but there’s a gorgeous hunk sitting at the bar, and he's checking you out 
big-time.”

Anne laughed, then said, “Very funny, Jan.  The last time I got checked out 
was at the grocery store.”

“That’s not true, and I’m serious,” Jan insisted.  “Pretend you’re looking for 
someone in the crowd, and check out the tall guy in the black leather jacket at 
the bar.”

Anne sipped her drink, and then nonchalantly scanned the room, starting at 
the door and ending at the bar.  “I think he’s looking at you, not me.”

“Seriously?  Have you had your eyes checked lately?  His eyes are super-
glued on you,” said Jan.

Cheri purred, “Yum. He looks like one of those hot male models from an 
Armani ad, and I think I'm in lust.”

“Would you two please stop drooling?” Anne asked, before she sipped her 
margarita.

She glanced over at the bar.  The hunk in question was sitting next to a man 
wearing a suit, but was clearly not listening to a word.  He did seem to be looking 
at her.  Once their eyes met, he shot her a devastating smile that made her catch 
her breath.  A blush burned her cheeks as she looked away.

“See, I told you he was totally checking you out,” Jan said with a smirk.

<><><>

Michael sipped his beer and continued to stare at one of the most attractive 
women he had seen in a long, long time.  Edward Casey ignored him and droned 
on about his deputy prosecutor qualifications.  “Hey, Edward,” he interrupted.

“Yeah.”
“Do you come to this bar very often?”
“Sure.  Most attorneys do, because it’s so close to the courthouse.  Why?”
“See that group of three women in a booth over there?  Do you know the one 

with the long red hair?”
“No.”  Edward shook his head.  “I’ve seen the blonde, but I’ve never seen the 

redhead here.”
Michael just nodded, and Edward returned to his self-sale pitch.

<><><>



“Jan, can we talk about something else?  This conversation is pretty 
inappropriate, since I’m not even divorced yet,” said Anne.

“Anne, for once, would you please give yourself a break?  Maybe the thing 
you need right now is a fling,” said Jan. 

Cheri quickly nodded her head in agreement.
“I’m not a fling kind of girl.”
“Yeah, like we missed that one in college.  It was all we could do to get your 

nose out of your books long enough to come up for air.”  Jan poked Cheri in the 
ribs and they both laughed.

“I wasn’t that boring, was I?”
“No, honey, you weren’t boring.  You just didn’t have much fun,” said Jan.
“You two had enough fun for all of us.”
“So when was the last time you had sex?”  Jan demanded, smiling at how 

quickly Anne blushed.
“You did not just ask me that.”
“Has it been months?”  Anne's face reddened and Jan's mouth dropped open 

in disbelief. "Years?  Oh, dear God, it's been years!"
“It’s nobody’s business.”  It had been two years, not that Anne would ever 

admit it.  She could probably be a nominee for a book of records—married 
woman who had gone the longest without sex.

“Just saying.  Time might be right for a fling," Jan remarked. "You need to at 
least blow out the cobwebs!"

“No thanks,” said Anne. "And I do not have cobwebs."  The girls chuckled as 
she took a quick look at her watch.  It was nearly eight o’clock.

“Why are you looking at your watch?  You’re not leaving yet. You just got 
here,” said Cheri.

“I’ve got a big dog with a huge appetite at home, and he usually eats his 
dinner at six.  I really need to get home before he starts eating the furniture.”

“Anne, we didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Please. Don’t go,” 
pleaded Jan.

“I love you two.  You didn’t make me uncomfortable, but I really do need to 
go.”  Anne threw her purse over her shoulder, and hugged each of them, 
promising to get back together soon.  Heading for the door, she weaved between 
people as she went.

<><><>

Outside, Anne walked toward her blue SUV.  Suddenly, a huge, very drunk 
man grabbed her shoulder and yanked her around to face him.

“Hey, Red.  You’re not leaving, are you?”  He slurred his words and smelled 
of stale beer and body odor. "We haven't danced yet."

Wordlessly she backed away a step, rummaging in her purse for her pepper 
spray, but couldn’t find it.  Damn it.  She knew better.  She should have had the 
spray in one hand and her keys in the other before she left the bar.  Her eyes 
scanned the area, looking for someone to call for help.  The parking lot was filled 
with cars, but no people.



“Babe, you just can’t leave until we do some dancin’.”  The man grabbed 
Anne, forcing her against his body as he simulated a slow dance.

Pushing at his chest, she snapped, “Back off.”
“Not a chance, Red.” Still dancing, he had Anne's body in a vise grip that 

threatened to cut off her air, as he moved her toward a parked Hummer.  He 
hard-pressed her against the vehicle so tightly she couldn’t move, and roughly 
pawed at the top button of her blouse.

Anne desperately wanted to kick him in the groin, but she couldn’t free her 
legs.  She turned her face away as he bent down to kiss her.

“Let her go, and I mean now.”  A low, growl sounded behind them, and the 
man loosened his hold.

“Fuck you, man, and mind your own business,” the drunk shot back. The 
words were barely out of his mouth when a huge man in a leather jacket 
slammed into him, knocking him to the pavement.

Rubbing his face, the drunk glanced back to see a tall, muscular man 
standing over him, fists clenched, ready for a fight that he couldn’t possibly win—
drunk or not.  He scrambled to his feet, and headed back to the bar.  The man in 
the leather jacket turned to Anne, who was focused on finding her keys and 
pepper spray inside her purse.  

“Are you okay?”  
“Yes, thank you.”  Anne said, still searching her purse. Sure the guy saved 

her from the drunk, but what were his intentions?  She just wanted to get to her 
SUV as quickly as she could.

 “I’ll walk you to your car,” he offered.
“No, thanks, that's really not necessary.  See, I just found my pepper spray,” 

Anne said as she sprinted toward her car.

<><><>

There was one parking space left in the courthouse parking lot, and attorney 
Michael Brandt had just passed it.  He threw his silver metallic Escalade EXT in 
reverse, but it was too late, a car was moving in his direction.  He cursed, put the 
gear in drive, and headed around the lot again.  He eased in the lane where he 
saw the empty space, just in time to see a blue Honda CRV move into it.  Damn. 
This incident was just one more thing to add to what was turning out to be a crap 
day.  

Earlier, he’d broken his coffee pot; which meant no java in his caffeine-
starved body.  That did nothing to help his bad mood and burgeoning headache. 
If that weren’t enough, he got pulled over for speeding and got a ticket from a cop 
he used to work with.  The traffic stop made him late for court, and now there 
was no place to park.  Michael’s client was probably looking all over the 
courthouse for him, not that he cared.  The more he met with Allan Long, the 
more he disliked him, and representing the jerk in his contested divorce 
proceeding was not going to be the highlight of his legal career.



<><><>

Anne Mason-Long grabbed her briefcase from the back seat of her SUV. 
She swung her cross-body leather purse over her head and ran up the 
courthouse steps.  If there was one appointment she didn’t want to be late for, it 
was her divorce hearing.  The sooner this train wreck was over, the better.  By 
the time she passed through security, her head pounded like a drum.  What was 
she thinking when she passed the Starbucks drive-through without getting her 
daily Grande Mocha Latte?  She needed a caffeine fix, and she needed it now.

Once through security, she stopped a man with a court employee badge and 
asked where she could get some coffee.  He looked her over from head-to-toe, 
then focused on her breasts as he gave her directions down the hall.  She 
thanked him, and as she walked away, she wished just once she had the nerve 
to ask, “Don’t you wish breasts could talk?”

She rushed down the hall and pushed on the “Court Employees Only” door 
and was relieved to find the room empty.  The last thing she needed was to be 
boycotted from the break room, more importantly the coffee pot, because she 
wasn’t an employee.

When Anne reached the coffee pot at the end of the room, she realized it 
was empty.  There should be a law against people who drain the last drops of 
coffee and don’t make more.  Who does that?  She pulled open cabinet doors 
until she found coffee, which she dumped in the coffee maker, then pushed the 
button for the hot water.  She eyeballed her watch and realized she had five 
minutes before her hearing started.  

The door flew open and an attractive, harried man raced in.  He threw his 
briefcase on a table and sprinted toward her.  She backed up a few feet, then 
realized he was heading toward the coffee pot—not her.

“It should be ready in a few minutes,” she said as she looked him over.  He 
was a man her girlfriends would describe as eye candy, with broad shoulders 
and the hard-sculpted body of a professional athlete.  At this moment, she didn’t 
care how hot he was; if he touched the coffee before she got a cup, he was going 
down.

He ignored her and retrieved a couple of Styrofoam cups from a cabinet 
above the sink.  Apparently, he knew his way around the break room.  He picked 
up the pot and put one of the cups under the hot stream of coffee.  Once it was 
filled, he handed it to her, and then filled the other cup.

Anne thanked him and rushed to the condiment area to add cream and 
sugar.  She sipped the brew, discovering too late it was too hot, as it flowed like 
molten lava down her throat.  She hurried to the door but he beat her to it, threw 
it wide open, and waited for her to go through.

She found Courtroom #3 and was surprised to find that her handsome coffee 
comrade entered the room just behind her.  When she reached a long table on 
the right side of the room, she pulled out a chair, placed her briefcase 
underneath, and sat down to have some one-on-one time with her coffee.



He watched her as he moved toward a long table on the left side of the room. 
He sat down and really looked at her for the first time.  She was beautiful. 
Evidently, when he was in need of a caffeine fix, he not only got a headache, but 
became blind as well.

Her long hair was auburn with streaks of gold, tied back in a high ponytail, 
her lips full and sexy.  Her skin was pale, and the contrast made her eyes an 
even darker blue.  She was shapely, and her long legs went on forever.  She 
must be a new attorney in town, otherwise he had no clue how he’d missed 
seeing her before.  She did look vaguely familiar, but she had a face and body a 
man did not forget easily—especially this man.  Where had he seen her?

He moved to her table and tapped her shoulder.  “Excuse me; I don’t believe 
we’ve met.”  When she stood up, he extended his hand to her.  “My name is 
Michael Brandt.”

Anne shook his hand, smiled and answered, “Nice to meet you, and thanks 
for the coffee.”  Looking into his eyes, she noticed they were brown with glints of 
gold.  "Wait, I know you.  You rescued me in the Front Page parking lot last 
night."

Before she could continue, an elderly man moved in beside her, pulling on 
her arm to talk to him as he sat down.

Michael moved back to his table, pulled open his briefcase, and then 
scanned the courtroom looking for his client.  Where was he anyway?  In fact, 
where was the soon to be ex-wife?  He turned his gaze back to the gorgeous 
attorney at the next table. He didn’t get her name, not that it mattered, because 
he fully intended to ask her out for some decent coffee as soon as the hearing 
ended.

Just as the judge entered the room, Michael’s client slid into his chair beside 
him as if it were third base.

“Nice of you to join us,” Michael said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm in his 
tone.  “Since you’re here, do you have any idea where your soon-to-be ex-wife 
might be?”

Allan Long settled in his chair, then looked to the table to the right of them 
and said, “Yeah, she’s sitting right over there next to her attorney, Stanley 
Delaney.

Michael groaned.  How could he have made a mistake like that?  She wasn’t 
an attorney; she was the opposing client.  Just when he thought his day couldn’t 
get worse, he noticed Anne Mason-Long glaring at him.  No doubt she realized 
that earlier she had been sharing coffee and pleasantries with her husband’s 
attorney.  

<><><>

Movement at the far end of the room distracted Anne.  Several people had 
entered the courtroom and were finding seats in the gallery seating.  Her face 
heated with the humiliation that strangers would hear this private, low moment of 
her life.  She told herself to focus on blocking out their presence.  Wasn’t 
blocking out the unpleasant her specialty in her marriage to Allan?



A tension filled her body.  She wished this ordeal was over.

<><><>

Stanley Delaney watched her as he organized some papers in front of him. 
His long fingers pushed back his eyeglasses that were sliding down his nose. 
Her appearance worried him.  She’d lost weight and her face was pale; dark 
smudges marked the area beneath her eyes.  But what did he expect?  For the 
past two years she'd experienced one loss after the other.

“Anne, would you like for me to get you anything?”
She studied his face for a second then said, “Stanley, if you’re sitting over 

there feeling sorry for me, you're wasting your time. I don't need or want your 
pity.  I’m a big girl.  I’m not the freckled-faced kid who used to sit on your knee.”

Stanley’s face registered surprise, before his mouth formed a grin.  The girl 
had spunk.  She had been through so much the past two years: losing her baby 
and her beloved grandmother, then losing a woman who was more of a mother 
than her own had ever been, while watching her marriage dissolve in bitter 
pieces around her.

<><><>

Anne watched him return to his papers and sipped coffee that was now 
lukewarm and bitter.  This was one of those times she wished she could go back 
to being the naive and clueless little girl who played in Uncle Stanley’s office. 
That seemed like a lifetime ago.  She looked around the room, avoiding the area 
of space that Allan and his attorney occupied.

A bailiff announced there would be a twenty-minute delay for the hearing.
Anne watched as three elderly spectators left the room through the thick 

wooden doors of the rear exit.  Surmising they were heading for the snack 
machine at the end of the hall for a cold drink, she hoped they were observing 
the court proceedings as an escape from the stifling hot and humid Indiana late-
summer weather, rather than a perverse form of entertainment.  The air 
conditioner rattled feebly as it warded off the stagnant air outside.

Anne thought of a promise she’d made long ago.  She closed her eyes and 
her mind formed an image of Marion.  Thank God, she was not here to witness 
this.

It was the coldest day of winter, but the chill outside was nothing compared 
to the cold dread she felt as she entered Marion’s hospital room.  Quick tears 
had come to her eyes as she looked down at Allan’s mother.  What was once a 
vibrant, powerful woman now seemed a lifeless shell of a human.  The cancer 
that had ravaged her body had taken everything but her mind.  Anne swallowed 
hard and pulled Marion’s hand into her own.

“Hello, dear one.”  She whispered.
Anne willed herself not to cry.  Marion would hate that.
“Anne, my love.  Thank you for coming.”



“You couldn’t have kept me away.”
“I haven’t much time . . .”  Marion began.
“Please don’t say that.”
Marion smiled weakly and went on.  “You’re like a daughter to me.  You 

joining my family was my son’s greatest gift to me.”
“Please, I . . .”
“Don’t interrupt.  What I am about to say is very important to me.  I’m about to 

ask you to make a promise to a dying woman . . . a promise I have no right to 
ask.”

“You must know that you can ask me to do anything.  I love you,” said Anne.
“Once I’m gone, you’ll be contacted by my attorney about my will.  
“Let's not talk about your will, Marion.”
“Stop interrupting me.”  Marion said sharply, her eyes deepening.  “I’ve 

stipulated in the will that you are to inherit the Golden Acres Farm.  You’re the 
only one who loves that land as much as I do; the only one who has the guts and 
gumption to run it like it should be run.”

“I can’t let you do this.  Allan should have the farm, not me.”
“Allan?  Seriously?  I may be old, but I’m not blind and stupid.  Allan is my 

son, my only child, and I love him.  But I know his flaws.  He drinks too much.  He 
stays out too late doing God knows what.  He gambles to excess. I’ve had to bail 
him out way too many times.”  She paused, tightening her fragile grip on Anne’s 
hand.

“You know about that?”
“Yes, my dear, I know about that and more.  I know about the other women. 

You’ve made a valiant effort to shield me from my son’s vices.  But there’s no 
need for that.  If my Harry had done half the things Allan has done to you, I’d 
have divorced his ass long ago.  Thank God, Harry was a saint.  Our son is no 
saint. Just glad Harry didn’t live to see the man that Allan has become. I don't 
understand where we went wrong.”

A nurse came in with a breakfast tray, and Marion dismissed her with a wave 
of her hand.  She turned her attention back to Anne.  “I know you’re considering 
divorce.”

Anne’s eyes widened with surprise.  “Well, I . . .”
“There’s no need to explain.” Marion paused briefly to examine Anne’s 

reaction and braced herself for what she was about to say.  “Allan is visiting me 
this afternoon and I’ll tell him about my will.  Allan will receive a generous 
monthly check from the trust I set up for him.  I intend to tell him that the Golden 
Acres Farm will be your property and yours alone.”

“Marion, you cannot do this.”
“I damn well can and did.”
“Allan will fight me in court for the farm.  You know he will.”
“If he does, he loses that generous monthly check from his trust fund.  I’ve 

stipulated that in the will.”
“Marion, I cannot accept . . .”



“You can and you will.  Promise me, Anne.  Please promise me.  Give an old 
dying woman some peace.  You must promise me that you will care for my farm.”

<><><>

Anne was jolted back to the present by the bailiff announcing the return of 
Judge Warriner. 

“If there is no objection, I’d like to move this hearing into my chambers,” said 
Judge Warriner.

A wave of relief washed over Anne as Stanley began packing his briefcase 
with files from the table. She would get the privacy she needed.

She glanced at Michael Brandt.  The room was large but when Michael 
stood, he seemed to fill it. He was huge, at least 6’5” and towered over his client. 
His size alone was intimidating.  He certainly didn’t look like the attorneys Anne 
knew, pale and thin.  Her initial instinct warned that he was a man who could be 
ruthless—with or without his caffeine.

He wore an expensive navy suit tailored to fit his big frame.  He was one of 
the most handsome men she had ever seen.  And wasn’t it just her luck that he 
was Allan’s attorney?  And wasn’t it inappropriate that she was ogling Allan’s 
attorney at her divorce hearing? 

<><><>

Once inside the judge’s chambers, they sat at a conference table facing each 
other. The judge sat at the end of the table.  Stanley and Anne sat on one side, 
Allan and Michael on the other.  The judge turned around and poured some 
coffee into his cup from the pot on the table behind him.

The judge started the proceeding. “According to my notes, Anne and Allan 
have met several times to discuss the 50/50 division of their assets, but have not 
come to agreement as to the Property Settlement Agreement.  This hearing is 
scheduled to review any additional information regarding the property division 
you’d like me to consider before I reach a judgment.  Mr. Delaney, do you have 
new information to share?”

Stanley pulled a file from his briefcase and slid it across the table to the 
judge.

“In this file, you will find Allan Long’s financial records from his bank.  In 
addition, I am including records of gambling losses of $750,000 from the French 
Lick Casino here in Indiana, as well as the Venetian, Casino Royale and 
Mandalay Bay Casinos in Las Vegas.  Mr. Long has also exceeded his credit 
limit on both his Visa and MasterCard and owes both a total of $50,000.

I submit these records as evidence of the deliberate wasting of marital assets 
through Mr. Long’s long-term gambling.”

Michael glared at Allan. "Why am I just now hearing about this?"  His client 
shared nothing of his gambling and credit card debt prior to the hearing.  Allan 
had claimed that his wife’s spending was driving him into the ground.  He 



realized Allan was not only the asshole he thought he was, but a liar, too. 
Michael cursed himself for taking his case.

“Where did you get that information?”  Allan was incredulous. “You bitch,” he 
shouted at Anne across the table.

“One more outburst like that and I will find you in contempt.  Do you 
understand me, Mr. Long?”

“Yes, sir.”
“Mr. Brandt, please advise your client not to speak until Mr. Delaney has 

finished,” chastised Judge Warriner.
Michael Brandt’s eyes darkened as he whispered something in his client's 

ear.  Allan pushed back in his chair, his expression in a pout like that of a small 
child who didn’t get his way.

 “Mr. Delaney, do you have additional information to share?”
“Not at this time.”
“I see,” said the judge as he scribbled some notes on a legal pad.
“Mr. Brandt, do you have additional or new information to share?”
“What Mr. Delaney did not say is that Mr. Long’s family invested $50,000 in 

his wife’s computer company, Computer Solutions, Inc.  Mrs. Long is a partner in 
this company.  Her partnership is valued at $500,000.  And, as you know, Mr. 
and Mrs. Long own a home that is valued at $300,000.  In addition, Mrs. Long 
was given a farm last year that has been in Allan’s family for over 100 years and 
is valued at one million dollars.  The farm should be considered in the 50/50 
division of property.”

Anne cringed.  The reason he was sharing this information was crystal clear. 
Allan wanted money and a lot of it.  More than that, he wanted the farm so he 
could sell it, so he would have more money to gamble.  Allan was incensed that 
his mother left her the farm.

When she’d asked Allan for a divorce, he seethed with anger.  “Sure you can 
have your divorce, but it will cost you big-time.  It will cost so much that you may 
have to sell your precious Golden Acres Farm—which should be mine in the first 
place!”

Stanley Delaney nearly jumped out of his chair.  “Judge, the farm that Mr. 
Brandt refers to was an inheritance from Allan’s mother, Marion, to Anne.  She 
specifically named Anne to inherit the farm.  Allan inherited a trust fund with 
monthly payments of five thousand dollars.”

“The farm will not be considered during this property division.  If Mr. Long 
wants to contest his mother’s will, he can do that in another hearing,” said Judge 
Warriner.

Anne nudged her attorney, “I want to talk with you privately.”
“Your honor, could we have a ten-minute break so that I can talk with my 

client.”
“Granted.”

<><><>

The judge headed for his office as Michael and Allan left the room.



“Allan can have the money he wants.  Offer him $650,000,” said Anne.  A 
frozen, bitter mask covered her face.

“What?  You can’t mean that.  You don’t have that kind of money.”
“I’ll sell the house we shared.  It has too many bad memories, anyway. I’ll sell 

my partnership in the company.  It’s time I moved to the farm anyway.  I can’t run 
Golden Acres as it deserves part-time.  I promised Marion I’d take care of the 
farm, and I will.”

“Anne, as your attorney, I must advise you that you are not acting in your 
own best interests.  As your attorney, I must advise you . . .”

“Draw up the papers, Stanley.  It’s only money.  I want Allan gone and my life 
back. Your job is to get me this divorce and get me out of this nightmare. 
Period.”

<><><>

Anne didn’t see Michael Brandt near the floor-to-ceiling window in the 
hallway when she left the courtroom.  But he saw her.  He was waiting for her. 
He scanned her face as she passed him, her dark blue eyes angry and focused 
ahead of her.  She'd seemed upset and he wanted to make sure she was okay. 
Michael couldn’t believe she caved and gave Allan that much money.  If he were 
in her place, he certainly wouldn’t have.  The guy was a loser.  That money will 
flow through his fingers like water.

Michael thought he might be losing it.  Since when did he care about whether 
an opposing client was okay?  Since when did he give a damn about the impact 
he had on them?  What kind of an attorney was he anyway?  Hadn’t his mentor 
always told him, “It isn’t personal.  Nothing about the law is personal.”  Well, if it 
wasn’t personal, why did he feel like such a bully?

He never should have taken this case.  He had misgivings about Allan that 
started with their first meeting.  Michael should have bailed then.  He should have 
told Allan that he wouldn’t represent him.  He should have followed his gut.

Michael was glad he was leaving his law practice.  Damned glad.  He was 
just too good at his job, and too many jerks like Allan were winning cases they 
had no business winning.   He’d attained freedom for too many people who were 
guilty and now walking the streets, probably repeating past mistakes.  He 
couldn’t do it anymore.  He needed a fresh start.

Through the window, Michael watched Anne as she left the courthouse, her 
shoulders straight, and her long legs taking purposeful strides toward the parking 
lot.  Something heated inside him.  There was something about her, or maybe it 
was his year-long hiatus from sex.

And for reasons he didn’t understand, he wanted to see her again. And at the 
same time, he realized his chances of that were between slim to none.

<><><>

Anne peered into her refrigerator.  Not a piece of junk food in sight. She 
opened the freezer.  How could she be out of ice cream at a time like this?



Anne had to get out of the house.  Tonight bad memories hung over her like 
a thundercloud.   She relived the humiliating divorce hearing over and over, 
becoming angrier each time.   

She tried to sleep.  No success.  Finally, Anne got out of bed and pulled on a 
pair of jean shorts, a black glittery Lady Gaga tank top, and her Reeboks.  She’d 
go for a drive to clear her head.  It was close to midnight, but with any luck, she’d 
find someplace open to stock up on junk food.

Anne backed her SUV out of the garage, shoved the gear to drive and 
moved down the street, windows down, the breeze whipping her ponytail about 
her face.  She drove down Route 40 until she reached a section of fast food 
restaurants, bars and a mini-mart.  The mini-mart didn’t look busy so she parked 
in front.

Grabbing a shopping basket, Anne strode down an aisle of the store picking 
up Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Butterfinger candy bars, tortilla chips, a jar of 
salsa, and a quart of soda as she went.  She moved to the refrigerator case and 
eyed the selection of ice cream.  She sighed.  So many choices, so little time. 
She finally decided and pulled out a couple of cartons of Ben & Jerry’s Red 
Velvet Cake, then headed to the teenaged cashier, whose eyes were plastered 
on her legs.

Anne paid for the items, whirled around and slammed into the hard chest of a 
tall man entering the store.  Her items tumbled from the bag.  The salsa jar rolled 
across the store as did the bottle of soda.  The man uttered “sorry” as he bent to 
help her pick up the items.  He picked up the salsa and put it in her bag.  He 
moved down the aisle to get the soda that had rolled under a freezer then turned 
toward her. In a black leather jacket and snug faded jeans, he was one of those 
men who radiated testosterone.  And wasn't it just her luck, or lack of, that 
Michael Brandt, her jerk ex-husband's attorney was heading toward her holding 
her soda, sending her a dazzling smile that sent her stupid heart racing.  

"It's you again.  Haven't you done enough to me for one day?" She yanked 
the soda bottle out of his hand, thanked him, and resisted the childish urge to 
kick him in the shin. Instead, she rushed out of the store.

Anne opened the back of the car to place the groceries inside.  She pulled a 
Butterfinger bar out of one of the bags and got into the front seat.  As she opened 
the candy bar, she glanced at Michael Brandt, still inside the store, who was now 
staring at her with an odd expression on his face, hands on his hips.

She heard movement in the back seat, then felt something hard slam against 
her face.  The candy bar flew out of her hand and landed on the floorboard.

“Drive.”
Anne looked in the rearview mirror and gasped; a sliver of panic cut through 

her.  A man in a black ski mask was slammed against her seat, thrusting a gun in 
her face.

She punched the accelerator, pitching gravel and dust in the parking lot.  She 
screeched onto the road, nearly sideswiping a pickup truck.  Fear crushed Anne's 
lungs and she could barely breathe.

“Turn right at the stop, Anne,” he growled.



Christ, how did he know her name?  She turned at the stop, her mind racing 
to remember what she had learned at her self-defense class.  Stay calm.  Stay 
calm and in control.  Yeah, well that was a bit hard when there was a gun 
pressed to your cheek.

Calm down.  Anne took a deep breath and tried to focus.  She would not be 
this thug’s victim.  She would not.

What else did her self-defense teacher say?  There was something about 
doing a 360-degree view of your surroundings when out alone.  It was too late for 
that.  Anne had stupidly forgotten that valuable piece of advice.  She could jump 
from the car, but it was going too fast.

Engage him in conversation.  Wasn’t that discussed in the class?
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll know when we get there.  I’ve got a private party in mind for just me 

and you.”
Her stomach surged and she thought she might throw up.  Anne had to do 

something.  She had to do it before they reached his destination.
“Listen, I have my bank card with me.  I could get you some cash.”
“Shut up and keep driving.”
Soon they would drive out of the residential area and be on country roads 

where houses and help would be out of reach.  She looked in the rearview mirror 
again and noticed headlights.  There was a truck behind her.  She tapped on her 
brakes to get his attention.

“Stop hitting the brakes, bitch.”  The man in the ski mask turned around and 
seemed to notice the truck for the first time.  He jabbed her again with the gun.

Frantic, she had to do something.  Doing nothing could get her killed.  Her 
mind went back to the self-defense class.  Suddenly, she knew exactly what she 
must do.

Anne pressed the accelerator to speed up, scanning the right side of the road 
for what she needed.  Turning a curve, she saw a huge oak tree standing near 
the road and aimed the car straight for it.

A sickening explosion of metal and glass assailed her ears as the car hit the 
tree on the passenger side.  The air bag exploded, pinning her against her seat. 
The man in the ski mask flew over the seat into the front, pounding his head 
against the dashboard where he slumped.

The pain from the impact surged through her body, but she fought it as she 
reached for the seat belt clasp.  Once it was undone, she pulled the handle and 
pushed the door as hard as she could until it opened, sending her crashing to the 
ground.  She must run.  She must find help.

Anne staggered to her feet and tried to run, but her legs gave out after a 
couple of feet.  She picked herself up and ran less than a block from the car, 
when she noticed someone running behind her.  She could not let him catch her. 
He would kill her.

She dashed within a wooded area and ran as weeds, branches and thicket 
made long cuts on her legs.  Anne ran until she felt her lungs would burst.  She 
looked back and did not see the man.



She pushed ahead until she found a large tree and plastered her body 
behind it, willing herself to breathe.  She listened, but heard nothing.

A large arm came out of nowhere, encircling her waist and trapping her 
against him.  Anne fought, her fists pounding against his chest and kicking him 
until they both fell to the ground.

“Stop it.  Anne, stop it.  You’re safe.  I’m here to help you.”  He gripped her 
arms and pulled her to her feet.  “Look at me.  Do you remember me?”

He looked familiar.  She pushed the tears and sweat from her eyes.  Wildly, 
she looked up, searching his face.  Michael Brandt?  Confusion replaced the 
fear.  “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you from the convenience store. We have to get back to the car,” 
he added.  “There's still a chance we can catch whoever did this to you.”  Michael 
used his flashlight to look her over for injuries.  There was a wild look in her eyes 
he knew was shock, from his days as a cop.  Long, ugly scratches marked her 
legs and arms, and a dark bruise was forming on her cheek.  His eyes darkened 
as he thought of what he’d like to do to the bastard who did this to her.

“No, we can’t go back there.  He has a gun.  He’ll kill me,” Anne sobbed.
“I’ll protect you.”  Michael pulled her forward, his arm around her shoulders 

as he pushed through the trees and brush toward the road.  Leaning against him, 
she wrapped her arm around his waist.  She felt a small gun inside the waistband 
of his jeans.  She thought of grabbing it and forcing him to let her run away.  But 
there was something in his voice that made her believe him.  He would protect 
her and she was all out of other options.

Anne heard sirens and saw flashing lights.  The police?  She looked up at 
him.

“I called them from my cell.  I saw the guy get in your car but you were racing 
from the parking lot before I could tell you,” Michael said.

As they got closer, Anne saw the tangled metal mess that used to be her car. 
Her stomach tightened as her eyes scanned the area, looking for the man in the 
ski mask.  He was not in the car.  Two EMTs ran toward her, pulling her from 
Michael’s arms, and then leading her toward the ambulance.  They made her sit 
in the back as they examined her.  A small light pierced her eyes and a cuff 
tightened on her arm.  Someone swabbed something on the cuts on her legs and 
arms.

Anne watched as officers searched her car and the surrounding areas.  One 
of them led a German Shepherd that was sniffing the ground near the passenger 
side of her car.  Michael Brandt was talking to an officer who looked like he was 
in charge.  They talked as though they knew each other.

It was not cold but she began to shiver, her teeth chattering.  She rubbed her 
temples. Her head was starting to throb.

“How is she?”  She heard Michael’s low voice as he talked to one of the 
EMTs.

“It wouldn’t hurt if she went to the hospital to get checked out.”
“I heard that and I am not going to the hospital.  I’m fine.”  Anne tried to get 

up, felt a sickening rush, and then sat back down.



Michael got into the ambulance then crouched down to her level to gaze at 
her face. He pulled off his leather jacket and placed it around her shoulders.   He 
ran his thumb gently across her cheek where the bruise from the gun was 
darkening.  He held her hand as he examined the long scratch on her arm, and 
leaned down to look at her legs.

“Please stop fussing over me.  I’m fine.”
Michael nodded at the officer standing near them she hadn’t noticed until 

then.  “This is Detective Smith.  He needs to ask you some questions.”
“So why were you at the convenience store after midnight?”  Detective Smith 

asked as he withdrew a small notepad and pen from his pocket.
“I’ve had one of the most seriously shitty days I’ve ever had and I was 

craving junk food.”
The detective nodded and asked, “Did you notice the man who jumped in 

your car in the store?”
“No.  I saw a store clerk and I bumped into Michael Brandt,” she said gazing 

at Michael who nodded at the detective.
“How did the man get into your car?”
“I don't know.  I had just put the groceries in the back of my SUV.  I hadn’t 

locked the doors yet.  Suddenly, he appeared from the back seat.”
“Did he have a weapon?” asked the detective.
“Yes.  He had a gun.”  Anne shivered as she remembered the gun slammed 

against her cheek.
“Did he say anything to you?”
“He told me to drive.  I knew he would kill me if I didn’t.”
“What else do you remember about him?”
She thought for a moment, and said, “He wore a black ski mask.  I don’t 

know about his clothes.  They may have been dark.  He wore gloves.”
“What else?”
“He didn’t want money.  I offered to take him to my bank machine, but he 

didn’t want money.”
“He didn’t want money?”  Detective Smith asked, his eyebrows rose 

inquiringly.
“No, and he called me by my name.  He knew my name.”  Panic choked her 

as Anne remembered this.  Christ, he knew her name.
Michael’s brows drew together in a concerned frown as his eyes met the 

detective’s.  "It sounds like this carjacking was planned.  He must have followed 
her to the store, which meant he’s been watching her."  

“Are you sure about that?  Are you sure he called you by your name?” asked 
the detective.

“Yes, I’m sure.  That’s not something I’d likely forget.”
“Is anyone angry with you?  Can you think of someone who would want to 

hurt you?”
“No,” Anne said as she shook her head.
“I can,” Michael interrupted. “Her divorce hearing was this morning and her 

ex-husband, Allan Long, was very pissed at her.”



“It wasn’t Allan.  I would have recognized his voice,” Anne said.
“What did you have in the car besides your groceries?”
“My purse.  I have a small yellow leather purse.  Did you find it?”
“Yes, we found the purse but the contents are scattered around the car.  Do 

you remember what was in the purse?”
“Why do you want to know what was in my purse?”
“I’m trying to determine if he took anything from the purse that might give him 

your address.”
“Oh, crap.”  The thought that the carjacker knew where she lived tore at her 

insides.  She felt sick.
“If you could see the contents, do you think you would remember anything 

that is missing?”  The detective asked as he helped her down from the 
ambulance and led her toward her vehicle.

“Maybe.”
In the back seat of her SUV, Anne saw a tube of lipstick, a brush, and a 

powder compact.  In the front seat, she noticed her keys, cell phone, driver’s 
license and a small makeup bag that contained her credit cards.  Picking it up, 
she looked inside to see all cards were accounted for.

“Is anything missing?”
There was one thing Anne didn't see. “Did you find a letter?  There was a 

letter from my attorney about my hearing this morning.”
“We’ll look again, but no letter was found.  Was the letter addressed to your 

home?”
“I can’t remember if Stanley sent it to my home or office.”
The detective looked at Michael with an expression that said “not good” then 

turned to Anne.  If the carjacker didn't already know her address, he did now.
“That’s all for now.  If I were you, I’d listen to the EMTs and make a stop at 

the hospital to get checked out.”
“No thanks.  I just want to go home.” Her voice broke in emotion. Anne 

wasn't about to spend the worse night of her life waiting to be seen at the busy 
hospital. 

“Do you have someone to come get you to take you home?” the detective 
asked.

“I’m taking her home.”  Michael ignored her surprised expression, opened the 
back of her SUV and pulled out the bags of groceries.  He led her to his truck by 
her arm, threw the groceries in the back and helped her inside.

“Listen, I'll just call a taxi or something.”  Anne offered.
“No, you’re not.  Tell me.  Are you always this stubborn about accepting a 

little help?"  He growled.
“Are you always this persistent, trying to smother a woman you barely know? 

You don’t have to take me home.”
“Yes, I do.  I suddenly have this craving for junk food.”

<><><>





Chapter 2
When they pulled into her driveway, Michael insisted that Anne stay in the 

truck with the doors locked until he checked the house.  Pulling the gun out of his 
jeans, he entered the house with her key.  He moved from room to room, turning 
on lights as he cleared each one.  By the time he came out to get her, the house 
was ablaze with lights and looked like someone was having a party.

“I appreciate your doing that, but I can take it from here. Really.”  She moved 
to the back of the truck where Michael was retrieving the grocery bags.  Anne 
was grateful for his help, but she hadn’t forgotten he was Allan’s attorney. She 
trusted him about as far as she could throw him, which considering his height 
and weight, was not very far.

“Considering I may have saved your life tonight, the least you can do is offer 
me something to eat—which is why I was at that convenience store in the first 
place.  I’m starving.”

<><><>

Anne followed him as he headed with the bags toward the house.  Once 
inside, he strode to the kitchen and set the groceries on the counter.  Michael 
leaned back and let his eyes roam over her as she entered the room. Anne took 
off his jacket and laid it on the back of a chair.  Her face was pale, and fatigue 
settled in bluish pockets under her eyes.  He shouldn’t be thinking about how hot 
she looked, pale or not.  He also shouldn’t be thinking about what she’d be like in 
bed, but he was.

<><><>

“There should be some water and a bottle of wine in the fridge,” Anne 
offered. “Help yourself; I’m going to clean up a bit.”

Once she was in the bathroom, she looked in the mirror.  The darkening 
bruise across her cheek was going to be a doozy.  She began running hot water 
in the shower until the room was warm and steamy.

<><><>

Michael looked in her refrigerator and decided it was pretty sorry.  For food, 
there was a half-eaten container of yogurt, eggs, some butter and not much else. 
Anne Mason was definitely overdue for a grocery run.  He found the wine she’d 
mentioned and a half dozen bottles of water.  Pulling wine glasses from the 
cabinet, he filled them and set them at the table.  Michael could hear the shower 
running and tried not to let his imagination run sexual.  He opened the salsa jar 
and tortilla chips then put them on the table.  Then he noticed the melting ice 
cream and put it in her freezer.

Michael looked around the room. Nice kitchen. He liked the white cabinets 
with the dark granite counters as well as the stainless steel appliances.  She 
must be a neat freak.  No dishes in the sink, countertops were glowing and 



everything was neatly in its place.  He noticed a cabinet above the sink with 
beveled glass doors filled with a few bottles of wine, a small bottle of rum, a piña 
colada mix, and a six-pack of wine coolers.

The shower stopped and he could hear her moving about, opening and 
closing cabinet doors.  He leaned back against the sink.  The door opened and 
she moved down the hall and into the kitchen.  His dark eyes studied her.  Her 
hair was wet and she’d changed into a thick terrycloth robe.  She still looked very 
hot, and he wondered how she'd feel in his arms.  He needed to divert his 
attention.

“Where’s your dog?”
Anne followed his eyes to the large dog bowl near the back door.
“You don't miss much, do you?  He’s at the vet.  He’s been sick to his 

stomach and he’s getting checked out.”
"I'm an ex-cop, actually.  Are you sure your dog wasn't poisoned?  The perp 

might have wanted to get the dog out of the house."
Michael remembered his manners, pulled a chair out and invited her to sit 

down.  He inhaled a sweet flowery scent as she sat down.  She smelled like a 
mixture of roses and woman, and it spiked his temperature up a couple of 
notches.  If he didn’t get his mind off sex, he would soon have an embarrassing 
and noticeable problem.

<><><>

Anne had hoped he would choose the chair farthest from her, but he chose 
the nearest one, sitting so close she could feel the warmth of his long legs.  Her 
senses went on high alert.

Annoyed with him or not, she couldn't help but notice his rugged good looks 
and the way his black T-shirt stretched across his muscles.  Breathing in his 
musky, male scent, she felt a buzz of sexual awareness.  Anne lifted her glass 
and downed some wine.

Michael poured the chips into a large bowl he found, and then pulled it 
toward them, along with the salsa.  Anne didn’t think it was much food if he was 
really hungry, but she’d be damned if she’d cook for him. She couldn't remember 
a time she was more exhausted. She just wanted him to leave.  She finished her 
glass of wine and he poured another.

<><><>

“What kind of dog?”
“Giant Schnauzer.  His name is Harley and he’s very smart.  In fact, I think he 

is more human than dog.”  She smiled for the first time since he met her.
“I like dogs.  I used to have a Lab as a kid.  I always thought I would get a 

dog someday, but things are always so busy at work, I doubt I’d have much time 
to spend with him.”   He noticed her tense when he referred to his “work” and 
silently cursed himself for bringing it up.  So he changed the subject.

“So the guy who carjacked you knew your name.  Was there anything 
familiar about him?”



“I keep thinking about him.  Have I seen his eyes before?  Have I heard his 
voice?  I just don’t know.”

“The detectives will pull up the surveillance tape at the convenience store.  If 
we’re lucky, they’ll get a hit and identify him.”

Michael finished his wine and helped her clean off the table.  Anne looked so 
tired it tugged at his heart.

“Come walk me to the door, then lock up and go to sleep.  You look beat.”
Anne led him to the front door and opened it.  Michael stood there for a 

moment looking down at her.  An impulse came over him.  He could blame it on 
the wine, the adrenaline or the situation.  But it was something he’d wanted to do 
since he first laid eyes on her.  He shouldn’t do it.   He had to do it.

He pulled Anne to him and kissed her, slowly and gently.  At first, she 
stiffened and didn’t move.  Then he felt her lean toward him on the tips of her 
toes, her hands moving up his chest.

<><><>

His kiss tasted so good Anne wanted to drink him in.  The mixture of wine 
and man was intoxicating as his tongue flicked inside the recesses of her mouth. 
Breathing in his warm male scent, she knew she should stop him, but she was so 
tired of fighting today. Instead she pressed closer to him, wanting more.

Michael pulled away, leaned back and looked down at her.  Sexual need, 
confusion, and then anger swirled inside her and she stepped back.

“If you think you’re going to get lucky because you helped me tonight, you’re 
wrong.  I'm not a big fan of thank-you sex, or any other kind of casual sex. Now, if 
you'll excuse me, I've had a hell of a day.  I'm tired and I'm going to bed.  Alone. 
Good night.”

Anne pushed him through the open door and shut it soundly behind him. 
She locked the door, and then leaned against it, closing her eyes, still feeling lust 
surging through her veins.

What was with this guy?  He represents her ex during one of the worst 
moments of her life, probably saved her life, and then delivers one of the hottest 
kisses she’s ever experienced at her front door—all in one day.

For that matter, what was wrong with her?  Anne knew nothing about him, 
other than he represented her jerk of an ex-husband.  Yet she couldn’t remember 
a time when she was more attracted to a man.  She chalked up her reaction to 
the wine, the surge of adrenaline, or the fact she hadn’t been with a man for over 
two years, and could be going through some serious withdrawal.  She smiled to 
herself as she pictured cobwebs.

<><><>

There was a hammer pounding and it was louder than the painful one in her 
head.  Anne pulled her pillow over her head and moaned.  Damn it.  What was 
that noise?  She searched for her clock radio.  What time was it anyway?  She 
rolled over and landed on the floor with a resounding thud.  Crap, she was in the 



living room on the sofa.  Anne remembered now.  After hours of tossing and 
turning in her bed upstairs, she’d grabbed a pillow and her grandma’s quilt and 
camped out in the living room close to the front door.  The hammer continued to 
pound and she realized someone was at her front door.

Anne cursed, got to her feet, then looked out the window to see who was at 
her door.  Damn.  It was him.

“Are you crazy?  What time is it?  What are you doing here?”

<><><>

Michael looked her over, noting she was wearing a short knit shirt and plaid 
pajama shorts, then pushed past her carrying three takeout bags.  Not a morning 
person, he decided.  He looked at his watch.

“It’s 7:15 a.m. and I brought breakfast.”  He headed toward the kitchen, 
leaving her at the door with her mouth open.

<><><>

Anne rubbed her eyes and wondered if she was having a dream.  She 
plodded down the hall in bare feet, suddenly realizing that every muscle in her 
body was signaling some level of pain.  Gritting her teeth, she watched him 
empty the bags.

“I don’t recall ordering the Michael Brandt breakfast home delivery service.” 
Sarcasm threaded through her voice as she leaned against the doorframe.

He responded by pushing a hot cup of coffee in her hand and pushing her 
toward a chair.  Not that it isn't entirely unappreciated, she thought as she took a 
sip of fresh coffee.

“I didn’t know what you liked so I ordered some of everything.  There are 
pancakes, scrambled eggs, bacon, breakfast sandwiches, and muffins.”  He 
listed each item as he took it from the bags and set it on the table.  He pulled a 
couple of plates from the cabinet then pulled silverware from the drawer.

Anne watched him over the rim of her coffee cup.  Thank God for coffee, she 
thought as the caffeine kicked in.

“I’m not hungry,” she said as she watched him dig in.
“Yes, you are.  Eat something.”  He had a look in his eyes that dared her not 

to eat, so she picked at the scrambled eggs.
Anne watched his dark eyes do a full assessment of her injuries from her 

cheek, to the cuts and scratches on her arms and legs.  “You look like crap this 
morning.”  

“Why don't you tell me what you really think?”  She hadn’t looked in the 
mirror but she knew he was probably right.  Everything hurt, and now there was a 
circle of throbbing pain at her ribs.

Michael moved to crouch down in front of her and lifted her top to reveal a 
stretch of black and blue bruises.  “Bet this is from the seat belt.”  She slapped 
his hand then smoothed her top down.



“Calm down.  I’m not trying to jump you.  When I seduce you, you'll know it.” 
He held her leg up, examining the cuts on her legs.  She jerked when he ran his 
finger over a bruise. “You should have gone to the hospital.  They would have 
given you something for pain.”

“I’m fine.  I’ll take some aspirin.”
He moved back to the table and ate a couple of bacon strips while he stared 

at her.
“What?”
“I’m just wondering why you hit the tree.  Your car wasn't out of control.”
“Self Defense 101.  If your attacker is on the passenger side of the car, slam 

into something on that side to disable him.  So I hit the tree on his side of the 
car.”  Anne leaned back, thinking about the impact, the glass and metal, and 
shuddered.  But she’d done the right thing.  If she hadn’t hit that tree, there was a 
good chance she wouldn’t be alive today.  Her only regret was that her attacker 
wasn’t hurt seriously enough to be caught.

<><><>

Michael's brows raised and he looked at her with a new respect.  That was a 
smart thing to do.  And how she could think straight, with that jerk shoving a gun 
in her face, forcing her to drive, was nothing short of amazing.

A muscle flicked angrily at his jaw as he thought about her attacker, and what 
he’d like to do to the guy if he was ever caught.  The bastard better think twice 
about going near her again.  He didn’t believe for a minute that her carjacking 
was random, which is why he slept in his truck outside her house last night. 
There was a good chance the prick would try to get at her again, and Michael 
wanted to be there if he tried.

Michael looked at her again and fought the urge to pull her into his lap and 
kiss her senseless, until she forgot about the attacker and everything else.  He 
decided she would probably scratch his eyes out if he did, so Michael dumped 
the idea.

He could see in her eyes she was in pain, whether she’d admit it or not. He 
got up, walked down the hall into the bathroom, and opened the medicine 
cabinet.  He retrieved a bottle of aspirin and returned to the kitchen, placing it in 
front of her.

Anne slipped a couple into her mouth and washed them down with the last of 
her coffee.  She moved to her coffee maker to make more.  She got a bag of 
Godiva Chocolate Crème coffee out of the cabinet then turned to Michael, scoop 
in hand.

“You haven’t answered my question.  Why are you here?” she asked.
“Your car looked like it was totaled, and the crime techs may have it for 

weeks, even if it isn’t.  I thought I’d give you a drive to get a rental.  You’re going 
to need a car, right?”



“Nice of you to offer, but I can handle that without your help.”  Anne leaned 
against the counter and tried to give him her best I-can-take-care-of-myself-
thank-you expression.  She considered his glare, and decided it wasn’t working.

“You’ve got thirty minutes to get ready.  I’ll make more coffee.”  He took the 
coffee scoop out of her hand and pushed her toward the bathroom.

Forty minutes later, they were headed down Route 40 looking for car rentals. 
Anne distracted herself by checking out the man next to her.  Michael was still 
wearing the black T-shirt and jeans he had on the night before.  Though she 
couldn’t figure out his sport, he looked athletic, his muscled arms straining 
against the fabric of his shirt.  He definitely worked out.  A navy jacket, blue shirt, 
gray pants and matching paisley tie hung in the back.  Her mind went back to last 
night’s kiss, the feel of his hard chest under her hands, and she flushed with the 
memory.

“Are you checking me out?”  He looked at her with a smug grin plastered 
across his face.

“No, are you serious?”  Anne rolled her eyes, and looked out the window so 
he could not see her grin.

“I know a place up the road that can help you out with a car.”  Michael drove 
a bit farther, then pulled into the parking lot of a Honda car dealership.

Confused, Anne asked, “What are you doing?  I thought we were going to a 
rental place.”

“I know the dealer here.  He can take care of it.”
As they got closer to the building, she noticed a man in a white shirt and 

jeans walking toward them as if he expected them.  He waved and smiled. 
Michael got out of the truck and shook hands with the man.  They had a short 
conversation, and then Michael walked to her side of the car, opened the door 
and helped her get out.  The man introduced himself as the car dealer and 
extended his hand to Anne.

“I bet you’re Anne.  I’ve got something for you.”  He led her to a brand-new, 
blue Honda CRV, the updated version of her SUV.  Confused she looked at 
Michael, then the dealer.

“I’m looking for a rental.”
“This is it,” said the dealer as he flashed a brilliant smile at her.  “You can 

rent it until you get your insurance check.  Then you can decide if you want to 
buy this one or another one.”

Something buzzed and Michael pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and 
walked back toward the truck.

Anne peered inside the car.  This was definitely the luxury model and not the 
standard, stripped-down model she had.  With seats of beige leather, a 
navigation system was mounted in the center of the dash.  The audio system 
was jacked up and a power moon roof was carved in the ceiling.

“I'm not sure I can afford this. How much is it a month?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about it.  It’s taken care of.  Just hoping you’ll want to buy it 

when you get your check.”



She frowned, squinting her eyes at him, then looked back at Michael, who 
was still talking on his cell.

“What’s going on?  What do you mean, ‘It’s taken care of’?”  Anne didn’t 
know what was going on, but if this was a favor or charity, she didn’t like it.

“Anne, you’re starting to insult me,” the dealer said, avoiding her questions. 
“I own this dealership and I can do whatever I want.  If I want to loan you a car, 
knowing you’ll probably buy it when you get your insurance check, that’s good 
business.  Do you want it or not?”

Michael followed Anne in her new SUV in his truck as they left the lot.  He 
rolled down his window and gave a thumbs-up to the dealer as they past.  There 
were times when being a defense attorney wasn’t so bad, like when a client with 
a car dealership owed him a lot of money he didn’t have.

<><><>

Weeks passed, and although Anne kept calling, she got little information from 
the police about the carjacking.  That was because they had nothing to go on. 
The attacker wore a ski mask and gloves. The convenience store surveillance 
tape revealed nothing.  No prints either. He wore gloves.  If he had injuries when 
she crashed the car, he didn’t bleed, because the crime techs found no fluids to 
test for DNA.  No hair.  No fibers.  Nothing.  It was like he was never there. 

Michael had called a couple of times, but she had skillfully avoided him, 
thanks to Caller ID.  She thought she saw his silver Escalade EXT pass her 
house a couple of times, but she had to be mistaken, because he lived on the 
other side of town.  She knew because she’d Googled him.

Anne finally sold the house and gave Allan the money.  Her partner at her 
computer company, Richard Thompson, argued with her for days about selling 
her share of the business.  She’d sold it anyway.  It was worth it to get Allan out 
of her life.

The moving company representative called at seven o’clock to say the 
moving team had arrived at Golden Acres Farm and were unloading her things.  

Anne smiled as she heard Daisy in the background giving orders and 
skillfully guiding the movers so that her things were in the right place. The petite 
blonde in her late forties had run the Golden Acres household for ten years. 
Anne thought of her as another gift from Marion.  Daisy Brooks had been 
Marion’s best friend since childhood.  When Daisy’s husband died suddenly, 
leaving her with more bills than money, Marion invited her to live on the farm. 
Daisy demonstrated such a talent for running the household that Marion let her 
take over. Over the years, Daisy’s supportive nature and affection had earned 
her a special place in Anne’s heart.  

Anne’s black Giant Schnauzer, Harley, was 75 pounds of shivering 
anticipation when he noticed her suitcases packed and sensed a trip was in 
order. He'd received a good bill of health from his vet and was back to his 
hyperactive self.  He raced down the stairs ahead of her, nearly tripping her in 
the process.  She opened the passenger side of her SUV and he bounded inside. 



Once they were on their way, she smiled at Harley, who was sitting in the 
passenger seat as if he were a person.  It’s a good thing he can’t drive, she 
thought.  He's so excited they'd get a speeding ticket for sure.

It was a two-hour drive, but she didn’t mind.  It gave her time to think.  She 
looked at herself in the rear-view mirror.  The dark bruise that marked her cheek 
had faded, and the scratches and cuts on her arms and legs had healed.  The 
attack had resulted in one good thing: it made her more aware of her 
surroundings, more careful.  The bad thing was she couldn’t get the attack out of 
her mind, and she'd become jumpy and a bit paranoid.

Her post-divorce feelings of anger were dissipating.  She'd regained her 
strength as each day passed.  The gloss returned to her golden-streaked auburn 
hair, as did the rosy warmth in her cheeks.  The woman reflected in the mirror 
was a new one, a stronger one.  For the first time in a long time, Anne felt alive.

Marion was right when she said Anne loved the farm as much as she did. 
Some of her favorite memories were weekends on the farm with Marion.  She 
loved the quiet evenings sitting on the porch swing, watching the sun set as she 
sipped wine and talked with Marion.  God, she was going to miss her even more, 
now she was back at the farm.  Marion was more of a mother than her own had 
ever been.  

It wasn’t long until the farm came into view. Golden Acres Farm, 300 acres of 
the most fertile farmland in the state of Indiana.  She turned into the long 
driveway and sighed.  She was home.  The farm was the home she had yearned 
for as a child.  It was a wonderful gift she would always cherish.

Whimsical in design, and painted light rose with burgundy trim, the house 
was a Victorian Queen Anne built near the turn of the century.  Anne smiled as 
she remembered the way Marion lovingly maintained it to keep its original glory. 
A wrap-around porch that graced the front of the house was lined with white 
wicker chairs, tables and a porch swing.  Anne remembered the many hot 
summer evenings when she and Marion would talk for hours on the porch, 
appreciating a breeze and each other.  

Anne let an excited and barking Harley out of the car.  As he raced around 
the house, Daisy flew out the front door, smiling and waving until she reached 
Anne with a hug so tight it almost took her breath away.  

“It is so good to see you.”  Daisy said.  “I know you are going to be happy 
here, Anne. I just know it. Marion knew it, too.”

Harley bounded from the edge of the house, noticed Daisy, and nearly 
knocked her down.  

“I don’t know what he loves more—me, or the dog biscuits I give him!”  Daisy 
laughed.

“I know the feeling.”  Anne said.  
“Let’s go inside.  I’ve got a pot of your favorite coffee and some cinnamon 

rolls fresh from the oven.  Let’s celebrate your homecoming.  You come, too, 
Harley!”

The kitchen was large and filled with vintage mahogany cabinets.  A stone 
fireplace graced one wall.  The appliances were modern and the counters were 



smoky granite, thanks to a renovation Marion did a couple of years earlier.  It was 
a warm, welcoming room with a large window that faced the gardens in back.  

Daisy gave Harley a dog biscuit, then delivered two cups of steamy coffee. 
She went back for two plates of the cinnamon rolls she'd just pulled from the 
oven.  

“If you keep feeding me like this, I’m going to have to run extra miles.”  Anne 
teased as she pulled the roll apart with her fingers, savoring every bite.

“Oh, please.  A couple of cinnamon rolls aren't going to push you over the 
edge to obesity.  You're looking too thin anyway.” 

When she heard the kitchen door close, she turned to see Hank Anderson, 
holding his baseball cap in his large hands, enter the room.  He was a short, wiry 
man who had worked as Marion’s farm foreman for almost five years.  Anne was 
pleased when he agreed to stay on to work for her after Marion passed away.

“Hi, Hank.  Good to see you.  Why don’t you sit down and have some of 
Daisy’s amazing coffee.  There are cinnamon rolls, too.” 

“Don’t mind if I do.  I could smell those rolls from the barn,” he said as he 
walked to the sink to wash his hands.  He moved to the table and watched Daisy 
pour his coffee and plunk a couple of rolls on a plate, then looked at Anne.  “I 
saw Harley in the yard.  He looks like he’s grown a foot since last I saw him.”

“They don’t stay puppies for long, do they?”
“No, they certainly don’t.”
“Have you thought more about the wind technology project I mentioned last 

week?” Anne asked.
“I’ve thought about it, but I am not sure I like the idea of some developer 

putting some of those giant steel monsters on Golden Acres.  Maybe I’m old-
fashioned, but I just can’t see it,” said Hank.  His mouth was tight and grim.

“Hank, it’s an opportunity to build more revenue for the farm.  Our finances 
are certainly in the black, but too close to the red to make me comfortable.”

“I understand.  I guess I was hoping we’d do something more traditional like 
adding more livestock.”

“We can discuss that, but I want to talk to one of the wind technology 
developers, too, Hank.”

“You’re the boss.”  There was an edge to his tone.  “I need to get back to 
work now.”  Placing his cup in the sink, he thanked Daisy, and left the room 
through the kitchen door.

“That went well,” Anne said sarcastically.
“When it comes to farming, Hank is set in his ways,” said Daisy.  From the 

window, she watched him walk to the barn where he stood talking to a few of the 
farm hands.  “I’ve overheard him talking with the farm hands about wind 
technology and he is even less in favor of it than he told you just now.”

“I don’t understand why he would be opposed.  Wind power is an opportunity 
to create clean electricity, and we benefit with increased revenue.  I'm going to 
move ahead after I do more Internet research on the topic.”  

“Here's your mail and our local newspaper.”  Daisy said, changing the 
subject. “You’ll find something interesting in the local section.”  



Anne turned to the local section and was surprised to see her photo. 
“Seriously?  I can’t believe someone thought my moving to the farm was 
newsworthy.”

“Honey, it isn’t every day when a female-owned farm is passed on to another 
female.  Marion was considered one of the most successful women in the county. 
So it’s natural that people are interested in the woman who is taking her place.”  

Daisy poured more coffee in their cups as Anne turned the paper to the front 
page.  There was a picture of a pretty college student who was missing. 
Frowning, Anne looked at Daisy, “Did you know about this?”

“Yes, she disappeared about a month ago while walking to one of her college 
classes.  The whole community has pulled together on this one, planning 
searches and posting flyers.  Her parents are beside themselves with fear and 
worry.  You might remember Ruth Mitchell.  She sometimes came out for tea with 
Marion.  Rachel is her daughter.”

“I think I met Ruth once.  Isn’t she a first grade teacher at the elementary?”
“Yes.  Rachel is her only child.  Poor woman, my heart goes out to her.”
“Daisy, let’s hope for the best, but in the meantime please find out if there is 

anything we can do to help.  I’m going to check out the gardens.”  She pushed 
her coffee and empty plate aside and moved toward the back door.  She wanted 
to spend some quiet time in the backyard before she tackled those moving 
boxes.

The late summer gardens at Golden Acres Farms were lush with both 
flowers and vegetables.  A sweep of green Hostas pressed against the house, 
and a plot of rose bushes of every type lay before Anne, enticing her with their 
soft, sweet fragrance.  She sat in the garden on a wrought iron bench and leaned 
down to smell the sweet, rich fragrance of a dark pink and yellow Peace rose. It 
was her favorite, pale yellow petals with pink edges.  She smiled as she enjoyed 
the quiet, gentle breeze that caressed her skin.  Yes, she thought, moving here 
was a good decision.  

Suddenly, Harley appeared with a bright yellow tennis ball wedged between 
his teeth, his tail wagging in anticipation.

“Any chance you’d like to play catch?”  He dropped the ball at her feet and 
ran several feet away, eagerly waiting for her to toss the ball.  Laughing, she 
threw the ball and watched him leap to catch it mid-air.  

<><><>

Michael sipped his coffee and studied Anne from her kitchen window, while 
Daisy talked to the movers in the hallway.  Her hair was tied in a high pony tail 
and flowed down the back of her snug blue T-shirt in soft waves.  She tossed the 
ball for the large dog with strength that was at odds with the slenderness of her 
body.  Her lips were full and sexy; her eyes under a flutter of thick lashes were 
dark blue, if he remembered correctly.  She had a face that would make a man 
look twice.  Okay, more than twice.  Michael kept his gaze on her.  All he could 



think about is what it would be like to pull her hard against his chest and kiss that 
full, sexy mouth again.

Daisy sidled up next to him and refilled his empty coffee cup.  “I know what 
you’re thinking.”

“Mind reader, are you?”
“From what I hear, you’ve got plenty of women in town to capture your 

attention,” she said.
He shrugged.  “You shouldn’t believe all you hear, Daisy.”  
“Anne's been through hell the past few years.  I don’t want to see her get hurt 

again.”
“You mean her divorce?  Allan was a damn fool to let a woman like that get 

away.”
“Anne has a history of losing people she loves, starting from her childhood. 

Her grandmother raised her when her parents left her so they could travel. 
Losing her grandmother last year hit her hard.  It wasn’t long after that Marion 
died.  Marion was the mother Anne never had.  And less than six months after 
Marion, she lost the baby she was carrying—the one that bastard Allan Long 
didn’t want.”

“Damn, you’re right.  She’s been through hell.”
“If there’s even a small chance you might hurt her, please stay away.  If you 

hurt her, you’ll have me to answer to.”  Daisy's dark eyes held a seriousness he 
had not seen before.  

<><><>

Anne threw the ball until her arm began to ache.  “Let’s play later, big boy. 
I’ve got unpacking to do.”  As she neared the back door to the kitchen, she 
overheard Daisy talking with someone.  She heard a man say he had to go to his 
car for his briefcase, and then Daisy said she’d warm his coffee.  By the time she 
entered the room, Daisy had her back to Anne, pouring the steamy brew in a 
cup. 

“Did I hear a man’s voice?”
Before Daisy could answer, a large man filled the doorframe.  His ruggedly 

handsome face was familiar as he smiled at Anne.  “Hello.”  His voice was deep 
and masculine, but there was gentleness about it.

Michael Brandt?  Confused she looked from Michael to Daisy.  What was he 
doing in her kitchen?

“Honey, sit down.  You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”  Daisy exclaimed. 
“What’s wrong?”

Before she could respond, Michael rushed to a chair, pulling it out for her, 
then pushing it forward as she sat.

“Michael, I’d like to introduce you to . . .”
“Anne and I know each other.”  The familiarity in his tone implicated they had 

been on friendly terms for years.  This was certainly not the case.
She grinned tightly at him as he sat down.



Daisy read the annoyance in Anne’s expression, and then made an excuse 
to leave the two alone.

“I have the carjacking report. There’s not much in it.  They’re not closing the 
case, but there isn’t much to go on.”  Michael took a gulp of his coffee.

“Why didn’t the detective bring it?"
“I volunteered because I knew I would be in the neighborhood.”
“You volunteered?  Why would you be in this neighborhood?”  She took a 

quick, sharp breath. "Are you stalking me?"
Michael answered, “No, I'm not stalking you.  I live near here.  Didn’t Daisy 

tell you I’m your closest neighbor?” He leaned down to pet Harley, who had 
planted himself beside Michael’s chair.  “By the way, welcome to the 
neighborhood.”

My closest neighbor, Anne thought.  Well, so much for thinking of the farm as 
her oasis.  How could it be an oasis when her ex's attorney was sitting in her 
kitchen and was her closest neighbor?  What were the odds on that?

Changing the subject, Anne said, “How can you live out here and have a 
legal practice in Indianapolis?  That's a two-hour drive each way.”

“I dissolved my law practice.  I was done after I represented your jerk of an 
ex-husband."

"Well, at least that's something we can agree on."  Anne felt a smile on her 
lips.

I bought the Hastings farm a couple of months ago.  Didn’t move in until last 
weekend.  I’ve got a job thing in the works here.”

“What’s that mean?”
“That’s a story for another time.  I have a meeting in town in about fifteen 

minutes and I’m sure you have a lot of unpacking to do.  Maybe you could show 
me out?”

Anne wanted to tell him, ‘You found your way in here, find your way out.’  But 
she bit her tongue.  She could be civil.  After all, he did come to her rescue when 
she was carjacked.

Instantly Michael was at her side, holding the chair for her.  She led him 
through the house, with his hand planted firmly against the small of her back, 
sending tiny involuntary tremors up her spine.  Once outside, he leaned against 
his silver metallic Escalade EXT parked in her driveway.  

<><><>

She was lovelier than he remembered. It had been a couple of weeks since 
he’d seen her.  Michael couldn’t stop thinking about her—and he'd tried.  At the 
risk of looking like a stalker, he had to see her again.

He tilted her head up and rubbed the pad of his thumb against the bruise that 
was fading on her cheek.  “This looks better.  How about the rest?”

<><><>



“Good.  Everything is fine.”  Okay, that was a lie.  She still couldn’t sleep 
through the night.  Nightly, Anne awoke from the same nightmare where she saw 
the attacker’s ski-masked face and felt the gun at her cheek.  Michael's gaze 
lingered on her eyes, and she realized he knew she was lying.

“If you ever want to talk, have dinner or something.”  He reached out to push 
a stray strand of hair from her eyes.

“Not a good idea.”  Anne backed up a step.  Is he insane?  He may think he 
rescued her, but he was also Allan’s attorney.  Why on earth would she want to 
see him again?  Being Allan’s attorney was a good reason not to see him, but not 
the main reason, which was the way he made her feel just by being close.  She 
couldn’t look at the man without getting itchy.  Going too long without a man will 
do that to you.  It was too soon to feel like this about any man, let alone the one 
who represented her ex.

<><><>

His eyebrows went up.  Not a good idea?  Michael stared at her for a 
moment, got in his truck, pushed it in gear and headed to the road.  There was 
nothing he liked more than a challenge.  This particular challenge had been 
planted in his brain for weeks.  

<><><>

Anne watched him leave and muttered, “Damn him,” and a few other 
expletives.  She was so filled with annoyance that she didn’t notice Daisy 
suddenly beside her.

“Good-looking, strong, muscular as in ripped body, nice ass, and smart to 
boot.  There isn’t much not to like, is there, Anne?”  Daisy said, as she watched 
his car until it disappeared.

“There’s plenty not to like, starting with the fact he was Allan’s attorney.” 
Anne frowned with exasperation.

“I heard he’s got half the women in town fawning over him.”  
“That’s their problem,” Anne said, rolling her eyes.  "Okay, he is hot.  I'll give 

you that."
“He bought the Hastings farm when Sam Hastings died.  He’s visited a 

couple of times.  Seems like a good man.  I think he’ll make a good neighbor.”
"Fences make good neighbors."  Anne sighed.

<><><>

Well there’s the bitch now.  He slowed the old Mustang to a stop and pulled 
binoculars from the glove box so he could focus on her in the distance.  Yes, that  
was definitely her.  He’d seen her picture in the newspaper.  That’s how he found 
her. She had that smug look about her in the photo.  Not like the freaked-out  
expression she had in the car when she noticed his gun.



Anne Mason-Long was just another bitch who thought she was smarter and 
better.  Just like the one in his trunk.  Poor little college tramp. All tied up and 
nowhere to go.   He’d show her a thing or two she hadn’t learned in college.  He 
owed her that much for what she’d done to him.  And one day he’d show Anne 
Mason a thing or two, starting with a little gift of a corpse. 

<><><>



Chapter 3
Anne parked her SUV in front of the Wright Wind Technologies, Inc. offices. 

She pulled down her visor to check her look in the mirror.
Anne determined there must be no question at this meeting that she was a 

competent businesswoman who looked like she meant business.  Early in her 
career, her mentor had taught her how to dress for the best negotiating stance. 
Dressing like you mean business usually meant you got it.

She touched up her pink lip gloss then scanned the rest of her appearance. 
Her go-to business look was a lightweight wool-blend pantsuit in burgundy.  The 
fabric had just enough give to complement her curves.  She wanted to project 
business, but had no wish to look like a man.

Wright Wind Technologies, Inc., headed by Dan Wright, offered an 
opportunity for Golden Acres Farm to gain revenue from allowing developers like 
Dan to install large wind turbines on her land.  He’d contacted her several times, 
but she put him off until she could do a thorough Internet research on wind 
technology in general, as well as his company specifically. 

The receptionist led her into a small conference room with large posters 
lining its walls.  Anne was early, so she laid her black leather briefcase on the 
conference table and walked the room, examining the wind power posters on the 
wall.

<><><>

Dan Wright didn’t know what to expect when he first laid eyes on Anne 
Mason, but had to admit he was pleasantly surprised.  Attractive with sun-
streaked auburn hair to her shoulders, lightly tanned skin, she had the bluest 
eyes he had ever seen.  She certainly didn’t look like any of the other farmers 
he'd ever worked with.

He ran his fingers through his sandy hair then cleared his throat to get her 
attention, extending his hand to shake hers as she moved closer.

“Hi, you must be Anne Mason.  Thanks for agreeing to meet with me today,” 
he said.  Dan pulled out a chair at the conference table.  “Please have a seat. 
Would you like some coffee?”

“No, thank you.  I’m eager to talk business.”
“Tell me what you already know about wind power, so I don’t give you a lot of 

information you don’t need.”
“I know that wind power is a clean electricity resource that is generated by 

capturing the wind’s energy by those giant windmills or turbines I can see when 
driving on I-65 in northwest Indiana.”

“I’m impressed.  You’ve done your homework,” Dan said.
“I suspect you’ve done your homework, too.  Why are you interested in 

Golden Acres for wind farm development?”
“We did some preliminary testing and discovered your land has average wind 

speeds of 18 miles per hour at 33 feet.  Along with easy access to transmission 
lines, this indicates that your land is suitable for wind farm development, so we 
are interested in leasing some of your acreage.”



“Depending on the revenue, I have twenty acres that I would consider 
leasing.  But I need some more specifics about the lease—especially what is 
required on our end.”

“Anne, one of your responsibilities in the lease is to provide a permanent 
service road so that our people can work on each wind turbine if needed.  You 
will also need to commit to keep that service road clear no matter what the 
weather.”

“That’s not a problem.  Would we be able to plant crops or have livestock on 
the acreage where the wind turbines would stand?”

“Yes, you would.  In addition, the impact on wildlife is minimal.”
“Good.  What kind of revenue are we talking about?”
“We can offer you $3,500 per year for each turbine.  So if you commit twenty 

acres with four wind turbines on each acre, you can make $280,000 per year.”
“If you can make that $5,000 per turbine per year, you’ve got a deal.  After 

all, I do have to build that access road, maintain it and put up with turbines in my 
backyard.”

He pushed back in his chair as he stared at her.  Did she just ask him for 
$5,000 per turbine?  It was worth even more than that to his company, but few 
farmers pushed it.

“Anne, you drive a hard bargain. I need to run that past my team, and I will let 
you know the answer before the end of the week.”

Dan walked her to her car and watched as she drove away. He wouldn’t 
mind mixing business and pleasure with Anne Mason.  No, he wouldn’t mind at 
all. 

<><><>

The man leaned against the building across the street and took another drag 
of his cigarette before he tossed it to the sidewalk.  Anne Mason had proven 
harder to stalk than the others.

Her movements to and from the farm were unpredictable, so last week he'd  
put himself at risk and broke into her house to install monitoring software on her 
computer.  The installation took about 20 seconds, so he was in and out of the 
unlocked farm house and into the cornfield on his way to his car before the 
housekeeper finished sweeping the living room rug downstairs.

He remembered laughing once he reached his car.  Anne Mason thought  
she was so freaking smart, but apparently not smart enough.  You gotta love 
digital age technology.  From his home computer, he was now reading her every 
chat and email conversation. He'd known about her meeting with Dan Wright  
since last week.  Yes, she was much easier to shadow now.

He was overjoyed to learn from an email her housekeeper would soon be 
out-of-town.  The fewer people surrounding Anne Mason, the easier it would be 
for him to get her in his possession.  And then the party would begin.  The bitch  
would learn there were consequences for what she did to him—rather deadly 
consequences.



<><><>

By the time Anne reached the athletic track of the elementary school, it was 
already 6:00 p.m.  The track was a quarter-mile, so Anne quickly determined 
she’d run eight laps to make the two-mile goal she set for herself.  She pulled off 
her light blue sweatpants, revealing matching running shorts beneath.  She 
pulled a hair band from her pocket and bound her long, auburn hair into a 
ponytail before she warmed up, bending from her waist to stretch until her hands 
touched the rough surface of the cinder track.

The September air was crisp, but she would barely notice the chill after a lap 
or two.  She began running in place, her long legs moving in rhythm.

Dan Wright had called her within an hour of their meeting and agreed to her 
request for $5,000 per year for each wind turbine set up on Golden Acres land, 
which would amount to additional revenue of $400,000 per year. At last she had 
a good reason to celebrate. Once she completed this celebratory run, she’d go 
home to tell Hank and Daisy.  

A silver-haired man slowly jogged past her, openly appraising her from head-
to-toe. She’d seen him on the track before and each time he’d eyed her like she 
was a chocolate chip cookie fresh from the oven.  He had the annoying habit of 
disregarding her back-the-hell-off glares.

Ignoring him, she began running laps, passing him easily as she shot 
forward.  A man in a black baseball cap wearing mirrored sunglasses and a black 
hooded sweatshirt sat in the bleachers smoking a cigarette.  There was 
something about him that made her uncomfortable.  He appeared to be focused 
on her, but thanks to the mirrored sunglasses, she couldn’t be certain.  She 
shrugged and chastised herself for having an overactive imagination.

Heaven knows, since her carjacking she had lost her sense of trust and 
gained an extreme and unreasonable suspicion of other people and their 
motives.  Anne spent more time looking in her rearview mirror than watching the 
road ahead.  Since he wore a ski mask, Anne had no idea what the carjacker 
looked like, therefore, he could be anyone.  She’d talked to Detective Smith last 
week and though he had no new information, he’d emphasized he didn't think the 
carjacking was random.  Duh, the perp knew her name.  So if it was planned, 
who was watching her movements and wanted to hurt her, or worse?  Was he 
watching now?  Allan was furious with her, but would he hurt her?  Was he the 
kind of person who would hire someone to do it for him?  She didn't think so, but 
after the way things turned out, she didn't trust her judgment anymore.

A tall, muscular man in shorts and a hooded gray sweatshirt sprinted past 
her on lap two.  His powerful thighs and legs were tan and covered with fine hair. 
His muscular body was lean but athletic, she noted.  He looked to be about 6’5” 
and around 230 pounds.  The hood on his sweatshirt covered his head so she 
couldn’t get a good look at his face.  Anne’s curiosity peaked.  She’d been 
running on the track for over a month and there was a group of runners she 
thought of as regulars.  She hadn’t seen him before.  She quickened her pace to 
get a glimpse of his face, but he was running too fast for her to catch up with him. 



He was already past the starting point while she was just a little over half-way 
there.

The darkening sky triggered the automatic lighting system that submerged 
the track in light.  She noticed the silver-haired man and two other joggers had 
finished their laps and were leaving the track through the heavy gate at the tall 
chain-link fence that surrounded the track.  The man in the mirrored sunglasses 
on the bleachers was gone.

A flock of Canadian geese, flying in a V formation in the late afternoon sky, 
caught Anne’s eye and made her a little sad.  Winter will arrive soon, she 
thought, and her running days would cease until spring unless she could find a 
good indoor facility.  This far away from the city made that possibility unlikely at 
best.

A sudden breeze whipped at her hair, tugging tendrils loose from her 
ponytail.  She was nearing her fourth lap, was winded, but holding up.  Running 
made her feel lithe and full of energy.  The run energized her as much as coming 
out the winner of the wind farm negotiations.

Running was a good activity to drive Michael from her thoughts.  Lately that 
accomplishment was a feat in itself.  He was making weekly, sometimes bi-
weekly visits to the farm.  He called on Daisy one week to ask her to help him 
interview a housekeeper.  The next week, he spoke to Hank about a farmhand 
he needed.  Whatever the excuse for the visit, he would seek her out whether 
she was working in the rose garden, playing with Harley or working on her 
computer in her office.  It was becoming hard for her to be annoyed with 
someone who was so damned good-looking and charming.  But remembering he 
was her ex-husband’s attorney reminded her of at least one good reason to 
distrust him.

The man in the gray sweatshirt passed her again, his shoes pounding the 
cinder surface.  But this time, he slowed his speed once he was several feet 
ahead of her.  Soon he was jogging beside her.  As she turned to look at him, he 
jerked down the hood to his sweatshirt with a mischievous smile that sent 
shockwaves through her system.

“Michael?”  Her shocked expression quickly turned to irritation as she 
hastened her speed.  He easily kept up with her, barely winded, while her own 
lungs seemed ready to burst.  Her heart tripped wildly against her ribs more by 
his presence than physical exertion.

“What are you doing here, stalking me?”  She demanded. 
“I'm not the bad guy, Anne. I stopped at the farm and Daisy told me you 

would be here.”  He shot her a smile that had her pulse racing.  “I loaded her 
luggage in her car for the trip.”

Anne nodded.  She’d forgotten Daisy was leaving for a visit with her sister. 
They slowed to a walk.  Several minutes passed before either of them spoke.

“You know they still haven’t found Rachel Mitchell.  The police think she was 
abducted,” Michael said referring to the missing college student.

“So I read.”
“It’s been more than three months, so it’s not likely she is alive.”



“Why are you telling me this?” Anne asked, as she considered the disturbing 
thought.

“Whoever abducted Rachel is still out there.”  He paused for a second, then 
went on.  “You really should be more careful about your safety.  What are you 
doing out here alone?”   Damn it.  Did he just say that out loud?  This guard-dog 
need to protect her or anyone else was foreign to him, and he didn’t know what 
to do with it.

“I can take care of myself.”
Michael caught her arm, stopping her.  “Seriously?  I bet Rachel Mitchell 

thought she could take care of herself, too.”
Defiant, she threw her head back.  “Am I supposed to melt and get all soft 

and gooey because you’re suddenly all protective?  I’m not sure how other 
women react to that move, but it’s lost on me.”

Anne yanked her arm out of his grasp and pushed forward.  Her left ankle 
gave way, sending her crashing down to the cinder track.  She landed hard on 
her side, and a lightning bolt of pain shot up from her ankle.

She moaned and was aware of Michael’s large hands touching her body as 
he gently turned her over to inspect her injuries.  He carefully unlaced her shoe 
and removed it, along with her sock.  Anne shrieked as he prodded her ankle and 
foot with his fingers.

“Easy, honey.  I know it hurts.”  His voice was soothing and did not reveal the 
cold knot in his stomach when he saw the extent of her injuries.  The entire right 
side of her leg was scraped and bleeding, with dark bits of cinder embedded in 
her flesh.

She tried to rise to inspect the injuries for herself, but he gently – yet firmly – 
pushed Anne back down.  Her ankle was throbbing violently now.  Michael 
handed her back the shoe, effortlessly scooped her up in his arms, and began 
walking.

“Put me down,” she cried weakly.
“Hell, no.  You can’t walk on that foot,” he growled.
“Where are you taking me?”  Whatever his answer, she was in too much pain 

to argue.  She gazed up at his face, and then laid her head on his shoulder, 
trying to ignore the pain shooting up her leg, and the trip of her heartbeat at his 
nearness.

“I’m taking you to my truck, then to the hospital.  This time you’re going.  You 
need to be seen by a doctor.  Your ankle may be broken.  I think the scrapes on 
your leg will need to be cleaned out, too.”  He reached his truck, opened the 
passenger door, and carefully placed Anne inside.

Once they reached the hospital emergency room, Anne was given an 
injection for pain, and Michael was banished from the room so she could be 
examined.  In minutes, the injection took hold.  The white-coated doctor became 
blurry and the room began to spin.  Anne was suddenly very sleepy, and 
darkness engulfed her.

Three hours later, she weakly opened her eyes to find a nurse taking her 
pulse.



“Hello, sleepyhead.  You missed all the excitement.”  The nurse smiled down 
at her and patted her arm.  “We cleaned out the cuts and scrapes on your legs 
and took some x-rays of your ankle.”  She held a tiny flashlight to Anne’s eyes to 
examine her pupils.

“Is it broken?”
“You have a severe sprain.  I imagine the doctor is going to tell you to stay off 

your foot for a while.  We extracted quite a bit of cinder and small rocks from your 
leg, but I don’t think it will scar, if that’s a worry.”  She paused for a second, then 
went on.  “It’s a good thing your husband brought you here so fast.  That leg 
could have easily gotten infected.”

“My husband?”  Surely she had misunderstood.
“Your husband has been here the past three hours wearing out the floor in 

the waiting room.  He was not a happy camper when we told him he couldn’t stay 
in here with you.  Dr. Bennett thought he was going to have a fight on his hands.”

“What?”  None of this made sense.
“I called the receptionist to get him when I saw you were coming around.”
Suddenly the door flew open and Michael rushed to the bed.  Anxiety 

flickered across his face as he looked down at her.
“My husband?”  Anne said weakly.  “He’s not . . .”
“As you can see, Mr. Brandt, your wife is fine.  In a little pain, perhaps, but 

her ankle will be good as new in a few weeks.”   The nurse handed him a small 
bottle.  “Here are some pills that will help with the pain.  Make sure she takes one 
every four hours for the next couple of days.  The doctor also recommends ice on 
her ankle.  Just keep her off her feet for a couple of days.  The doctor also wants 
her to wear a special medical boot that will give her a little support and stability 
when she tries to walk.  I’ll finish your paperwork so you can leave.”  She turned 
to Anne.

“You are probably going to want to sleep when you get home, Mrs. Brandt. 
But that’s to be expected.  The injection won’t wear completely out for a couple of 
hours.”  With that, the nurse quickly left the room.

“Michael, damn you.  How dare you tell them you’re my husband.”  Somehow 
Anne’s words lacked the anger she intended.  She watched as a grin overtook 
his features.  Her pulse quickened as he leaned down to kiss her forehead.

“I thought if I told them we were married, I’d have a better chance of staying 
with you.”

Anne’s heart squeezed.  There was that protective thing he had going.  She 
didn’t know whether she should hug him or hit him.

“I’m taking you home,” he commanded.
Before she could object, he lifted her from the bed and placed her on a 

wheelchair. He wheeled her outside, then carefully placed Anne inside his truck 
as if she were a priceless vase he didn’t want to break.  He rushed back to get 
the paperwork and boot, then slipped back into the truck and started the engine.

“Let me take care of you, Anne.”
“I can take care of myself.  Besides Daisy is . . ."
“Daisy is probably in Illinois by now.  Her vacation.  Remember?”



She was too tired to protest.  All she wanted to do was sleep.
Once they reached the house, Michael scooped Anne in his arms and carried 

her inside.
“Where is your bedroom? Upstairs?”
“What?!”
“Anne, you’ve really got to do something about that dirty mind.”
Her bedroom was large and filled with antique furniture.  An oak bed with a 

carved headboard that nearly reached the ceiling was located in the center of the 
room, with a matching oak dresser gracing one wall.  An ivory velvet loveseat 
was positioned before a bay window.  He lowered her to the love seat, lifted her 
injured foot, and gently placed it on a soft, overstuffed ottoman nearby. 

He went downstairs to the kitchen and returned with a towel, a plastic bag 
filled with ice, and two bottles of water from the refrigerator.  He pulled the bottle 
of pain pills from his pocket and put it on her nightstand.

Anne watched him as he sat on the ottoman, wrapping a towel around the 
bag of ice before molding it around her ankle.  His fingers lightly slid up her leg 
as he examined the ugly, multicolored bruises that had formed.  His touch sent a 
wave of unbearable heat through her.  

“Michael, thank you for bringing me home.”  She cleared her throat and said, 
“You really don’t have to stay any longer."

"You seem to be a bit accident-prone."  He chucked as he looked into her 
eyes. “I’m not leaving.  Deal with it.”  He moved next to her on the loveseat and 
pulled her into his arms.  Michael gently pressed her head against his hard chest.

All thoughts of his leaving left her as she lay against him.  Anne closed her 
eyes and felt the warmth of his body, his steady heartbeat lulling her to sleep.

 
<><><>

The morning sun blazed through the slats of the windows, bathing her 
bedroom in light.  There were sounds from the floor below.  The savory smell of 
bacon and toast assailed Anne's senses and alerted her to a hunger that grew 
from the pit of her stomach.  She brushed her hair out of her eyes, yawned, then 
stretched.  It was the piercing pain shooting up from her ankle that snapped her 
into reality.

When she lifted herself up to sit, the blanket slipped from her body and Anne 
realized she was in her bed—naked.  Where were her clothes?!  She looked 
around the room and spotted them neatly folded on her dresser.

“Harley, back off.  That’s Anne’s breakfast.  You already had yours.”  Anne 
jerked at the sound of Michael’s voice and pulled the blanket up to cover herself. 
She heard him moving around in the kitchen, and then heard his footsteps on the 
stairs.

He appeared in the doorway with a tray of orange juice, toast, bacon and 
eggs, and a cup of steamy coffee.  He was dressed as he had been the day 
before, in the gray sweatshirt and shorts. 



“Michael,” she began as he slid the tray on the table next to her bed.  “How 
exactly did I fall asleep on the loveseat, yet wake up in my bed?”

“I put you there last night.”  He said nonchalantly, lifting the blanket at the 
end of the bed as he spoke.

“What are you doing?!”  Anne shrieked in alarm as she held the blanket up to 
her neck.

“Just checking your foot.”  He calmly uncovered the limb in question.  “It’s 
pretty discolored and swollen this morning.  Be prepared for a shock.”

Anne peered down at her foot.  It was at least twice its size and had turned 
multiple shades of purple during the night.  The sight only momentarily distracted 
her from the subject at hand.

“Michael, let's see."  She counted off on her fingers. "You're an attorney, an 
ex-cop, a bodyguard, and a nursemaid.  But I didn't know you were also a 
magician."

"Huh? I'm not following..."
"You made my clothes disappear.  How did they get over there on my 

dresser?”  Her face blushed vibrant shades of pink.
“I put them there after I took them off of you last night.  I couldn’t let you 

sleep in those torn and dirty clothes.  I would have given you a bath, but I didn’t 
want to wake you.  We can do that after breakfast.”

There was a wicked glint in his eyes; a hint of a smile teased the corners of 
his otherwise serious face as he noted her shocked expression.

“Don’t worry.  I didn’t look.  Because if I had looked, I would have told you 
that you have the most amazing breasts I’ve ever seen.”  He couldn’t go on.  It 
was too damn funny.  He laughed as her eyes widened.

<><><>

“I'm glad you're enjoying yourself at my expense.  Exactly, where did you 
sleep last night?”  Her hands formed small fists entangled in the blanket, still 
holding it against her neck.

“Where do you think I slept?”  His gaze moved seductively to her mouth. 
“What are you afraid I did last night?”  He moved close to her until he was sitting 
on the bed next to her.  He slid his large hand under the blanket and across her 
middle until he settled on her waist.  Hot flames surged through her veins at his 
touch.

“Michael, don’t,” she pleaded.  Her heart skipped a beat; her breathing 
quickened.

“Are you afraid I did this?”  He murmured huskily as his mouth softly moved 
about her face, until he claimed her lips with his.  The kiss was heated and 
demanded a response.

Anne dropped the blanket and weakly pushed against the granite wall of his 
chest.  His touch ignited a fire that arose from the pit of her stomach.  A fire she 
had never experienced before.  Her pulse was racing.  She felt her defenses melt 
away.  His mouth left her lips and moved over her throat.



“Michael, stop.” She sighed.  The way she said his name seemed to make 
him more intent on his mission.

Anne moaned as his hand caressed her swelling breast and his lips 
searched for its ripe peak.  When he returned to her mouth, she met him halfway 
with lips parted.  She pulled him closer, not satisfied until she was pressing her 
soft body to his hard length.  She stroked the soft, fine hair that coated his 
muscular thigh.  Anne wanted him.  She arched up against him. She wanted him 
now.

<><><>

Michael slowly pulled away.  His heart beating wildly, he sat up drawing, her 
against his chest, stroking her hair as he cradled her head against his shoulder.

“No, honey, not like this.  There are too many unanswered questions 
between us.  I won’t make love to you until you stop running from me.”  His voice 
was tender and loving.  “By the way, I slept downstairs on the sofa last night, and 
I don’t recommend it for comfort.”

<><><>

Hot flashes of shame scorched her face as she snatched the blanket from 
under him and pulled it up to her throat.

“When we make love, it will be the slow, hot, steamy kind of lovemaking that 
can go on for days.”

“Please leave.”  Ice dripped from her voice.  When he didn’t move, she 
shouted, “Leave!”  It was humiliating how eager she’d been to make love with 
him.  She should have been the one putting on the brakes.  Stiffening, she 
pushed him away.

Anger darkened his features as he rose from the bed and stood over her. 
“Sometime very soon we need to talk about why you’re afraid of me.  Or is it that 
you are afraid of your feelings about me?”

Michael turned and strode from the room, taking the stairs two steps at a 
time.  She heard the front door slam with a bang behind him.

Tears filled her eyes and streamed down her cheeks and throat.  He was 
right.  The feelings he evoked in her terrified her.  The body wants what the body 
wants.  Maybe she should indulge in a fling as her friends advised.  That might 
get him out of her system. But would it?  The gamut of emotions and need he 
was capable of eliciting from her was something she'd never experienced. 
Would making love with Michael get him out of her system?  Damn it, anyway. 
Why couldn’t she be attracted to someone else—anyone else?

<><><>

It was a restless night filled with boredom.  Anne couldn’t focus.  Days alone 
with her foot propped and iced were making her crazy.  She’d pick up a 
magazine, stare at it for a minute, and then toss it aside.  There was nothing on 



TV even remotely interesting.  Even Harley seemed bored, lying with his head 
resting on his paws at her feet, his dark eyes glued on her.  Anne needed to do 
something.  Anything.

“Harley, let’s go outside.”  She hobbled to the front of the house and planted 
herself on the porch swing.  The cool autumn breeze caressed her as she slowly 
swung back and forth.  Harley sat alert, sniffing the evening air, then slid down 
until his tummy touched the coolness of the porch floor.

Anne heard a noise, then noticed a truck's headlights as it turned into her 
driveway in the distance.  Harley leaped to his feet.  It was a little late for 
company.

Harley barked then raced to the driveway.  She heard a muffled voice and 
happy, playful sounds from her dog.  The truck door slammed and a few seconds 
later Michael climbed the steps of the porch, Harley in tow.  She hadn’t seen him 
for three days, not that she was counting. 

How he looked tonight was likely to be imprinted in her memory for a long 
time.  He wore a tight black T-shirt that stretched across his powerful chest, and 
a pair of faded jeans molded to his body in all the right places.  He’s what her 
girlfriends would call “hot,” but at that moment, the word didn’t really do him 
justice.

He flashed one of his killer smiles and joined her on the swing.
“Nice night, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”  She cleared her throat.  Must he sit so close?
“How’s your ankle?”
“It’s better.”
“How much better?  Still taking the pain pills?” Michael asked.
“No, not that it is any of your business.”
“Just asking.  The boot looks good.”
"Yeah, it's the hottest fashion accessory this season." Anne mumbled, her 

voice dripping with sarcasm.
<><><>

  The black and bulky medical boot looked anything but good.  But it seemed 
to him everything else about her looked good tonight—really good.  She couldn’t 
have been sexier in the plum V-neck silk sweater if she tried—boot or no boot. 
And knowing what he was starting to know about Anne, she didn’t try.  She 
seemed unaware of the effect she had on men in general, and on him 
specifically.

 “Still afraid of me?”
“Who said I was afraid of you?  That’s ridiculous.”  Anne spoke with more 

bravado than she felt.
“Okay, since it’s ridiculous that you might be afraid to spend some time with 

me, we’re going for a drive.  There’s something I want to show you.”  With that, 
he stretched a strong hand to her, supporting her until she gained her balance, 
then walked with her as she hobbled across the porch.  He pulled open the front 
door and put a disappointed Harley inside the house.



<><><>

This is may be the worst idea ever, she thought.  But she was going to show 
him once and for all that he had no impact on her one way or another.  Was she 
afraid to be near him?  Not.

Michael’s truck rolled into the night, riding the pavement slow and easy. 
Windows down, the wind whipping at their clothes and hair, and Blake Shelton 
singing on the radio, Anne felt herself relax a little, despite herself.

When he turned onto a gravel road, the dust boiled beneath the back wheels. 
It wasn’t long before he turned onto a dirt road that climbed a hill.  Finally, he 
stopped.  Anne watched him as he pulled the keys from the ignition and retrieved 
a blanket from behind the seat.  Michael walked to the back and spread it on the 
truck bed.

<><><>

“If you think you’re getting lucky tonight, it’s not happening.”   Anne said as 
he opened the passenger side door.

He smiled, ignored her remark along with her protests as he pulled her out of 
the car and threw her over his shoulder, fireman-style.

“When was the last time you saw the Milky Way or the Big Dipper?”   Michael 
set her down on the blanket in the truck bed and opened a large cooler.  A 
breeze rustled through the trees.   There was a pressure in his chest and her 
scent was driving him crazy.  He finally nailed it.  It was roses, sweet and 
seductive, combined with red-hot female.

“Tonight I’m serving cold beer or wine cooler.  What’s your pleasure?”  He 
held a cold, dripping sample of each. She reached for the wine. They lifted their 
drinks, the cold liquid flowing down their throats until it warmed in the pit of their 
stomachs.

“I used to come here when I was in high school just to think, or when I was 
pissed at my parents for one thing or another.  I still think it’s the best spot in 
town.”  He lay back with one arm behind his head.  “I’ve always thought the stars 
were magical things.  There’s the Big Dipper.  See it?”

<><><>

Anne lay back, her eyes searching the dark sky glittering with diamonds in 
the distance.  Clouds were pressing in, but their section of sky was clear and 
wondrous.  Finally, she asked, “Why are we here?”

“I thought it was time I introduced you to one of my favorite things—star 
gazing.”

“Star gazing?  Really?  Okay, I’m curious.  What are some of your other 
favorite things?  Book clubs?  Bird watching?  Basket weaving?  Scrapbooking?” 
Maybe if she said something annoying, she could focus on something besides 



the way his tanned skin glistened in the moonlight; the way his low voice, deep 
and sensual, sent a ripple through her body.

<><><>

“I’m sure those are fine favorite things for some.  For me, there's nothing like 
a cold, cold beer on a hot summer night, and slow dancing in the dark with 
someone who sends electricity through your body like a hot, sizzling strike of 
lightning.  And then there’s kissing.”  He turned on his side, his fingers intimately 
trailing down her cheek; he rubbed his thumb across her lower lip until he felt her 
tremble.  “Not much can beat an evening filled with deep, hot kisses.”  He lay on 
his back gazing at the stars.  “Do you agree?”

<><><>

She took a ragged breath and nodded.  She was speechless.  Who talks like 
that? Something heated inside her and she wasn’t thinking as clearly as she 
liked.  His nearness, yet not touching her, was unbearable.  It had been so long 
since she had been touched—at least in the way that Michael touched her.  In 
her mind, she imagined the two of them, bodies melded together, dancing in the 
dark, swaying to the music—swaying and kissing.  She wanted him, damn it. It 
made no sense whatsoever, but she wanted him.  She couldn’t remember ever 
wanting a man like she wanted him.   She wanted to taste every inch of him, from 
his hard chest, down to his toes.  Propped up on her elbow, she gazed down at 
him.

“What’s the matter, Anne?  Do I still scare you?”
That was a hot button and they both knew it.  Anne pushed her long hair 

behind her ear and slowly slid her finger up his chest to his mouth.  Her long 
fingernails played with his lips then circled to the back of his neck as she pulled 
him to her.  She wanted a reaction.  She'd show him how unafraid of him she 
really was.  Anne softly nibbled his lower lip, and then fully pressed her lips to 
his.  His lips were hot and wet.  The kind of lips one could get lost in.  She pulled 
away and looked at him.  

“Is that the best you can do?”  His look was cool amusement.
Her pride seriously bruised, she felt a shudder of angry humiliation.  Damn 

him.  Anne pulled him closer, so close that her breasts strained against him.  She 
snaked her arm around his neck, her hands now playing in his hair, her lips 
touching, teasing, and then plunging as she poured herself into the kiss.  

The sensation sent the pit of her stomach into a wild fiery swirl of need.   She 
nibbled at his lips, teased him, and then explored the recesses of his mouth with 
her tongue.  Exploring.  Needing.  Wanting.  Anne pushed doubts or anything 
else out of her mind.  All she could think about was him, his mouth, his strong 
arms tightly wound around her waist, his hard length now pressed against her 
until the blood pounded in her head like thunder.



<><><>

Michael had imagined kissing Anne again many, many times.  But the 
fantasy didn’t even come close. This was a million times better.  He'd imagined 
what it would be like to feel her lips on his, her body pressed against him, but he 
didn’t bargain for the electric response surging through his body.  He pressed his 
hand against the small of her back, wanting to feel every cell of her being, 
electric current surging from her to him, a burning need demanding to be fulfilled.

Slowly Michael lifted his head and loosened his arms around her waist.  He 
looked deeply into her eyes that fluttered open, now a swirling storm of blue.  He 
wanted to see.  No, he needed to see if she felt it, too.  His smile was one of 
deep satisfaction as he watched her trembling lips, her struggle to breathe.  He 
felt her heart racing against his chest.

“That was a m-mistake,” she stuttered.
“Honey, I’ve made a lot of mistakes, so I know one when I see it.  What just 

happened between the two of us was no mistake.”
“Michael . . .” she began, but stopped.  What was that noise?  
He heard it, too, and straightened.  Thunder in the distance, and this time it 

wasn’t her heart.  “There’s a storm moving in.  Let’s go.”  

<><><>

Rain peppered the windshield as they made their way to Golden Acres. 
They were quiet, each lost in his or her own thoughts.

Michael wondered what Anne was thinking.  He wanted to hold her hand, but 
knew if he reached out, she would snatch it away.  He looked at her and realized 
by the expression on her face that her mood was darkening.

They were at her front door when he broke the silence, “So what are your 
favorite things?”  He lazily leaned against the doorframe as she reached for the 
knob.

<><><>

Surprised, Anne jerked her gaze toward him and thought carefully before she 
spoke.  She turned, tilting her head to meet his dark eyes. Her long fingers 
spread and pressed against his chest.  She moved closer, so close she could 
feel the warmth of his breath.

“I like reading a good book on a rainy day in front of a warm, crackling fire in 
my fireplace.  There is little more satisfying than a turtle ice cream sundae when 
I’m feeling down, or sitting on a porch swing watching the sun set.”   She leaned 
into him, her lips inches from his, her voice husky, and whispered, “But there is 
nothing that comes close to dancing in the dark and sharing long, hot kisses with 
a man who sends heat waves through my body, from my head to my toes.  There 
is nothing to compare with making love for days with a man who is NOT my ex-
husband’s attorney.”



Before her control weakened, she slipped inside and closed the door in his 
face.

<><><>



Chapter 4
Anne gave Daisy a hug, then led Harley out the back door on his leash and 

spotted Hank tossing a duffle bag in the back of his truck.
“Hi, Hank.  Where are you headed?”
“Going to Benton County to visit some of the wind farms there.”  He bent 

down to pet Harley’s head.
“Good idea.  The more we learn about wind farming, the more likely we’ll be 

successful.  Dan Wright called yesterday.  The deliveries of the wind turbine 
parts will arrive soon.  He says the thing is so large, they have to deliver it in 
parts then put them together onsite.”

“That’s what I hear.”  He started the truck and headed toward the road.
Anne and Harley headed by foot in the same direction.  Thank goodness, 

Hank had warmed up to the wind farm idea.  His help with the project was critical.

<><><>

It was early October, so the corn was almost at its tallest.  Stalks as high as 
eleven to twelve feet cradled several ears of yellow corn, each protected by silk-
like threads and encased in its own husk.  Anne briskly walked the gravel road at 
a clip, with Harley at her side.  It was early morning and the sky was blue dotted 
with fluffy white clouds.  The country road was deserted, save for an occasional 
tractor or truck.

Her ankle had healed and the exercise she craved was hers for the taking. 
Harley proved to be an enthusiastic partner.  Autumn was Anne’s favorite time of 
year.  She loved the bright yellow, gold and red leaves that dressed the trees 
along the road.  She had a plastic bag in her back pocket to take some leaves 
home to decorate the long dining room table.

It was the birds she noticed first.  There were large, dark birds flying in lazy 
circles up ahead.  Vultures.  Nature’s garbage disposals.  

As they walked farther, she noticed the stench.  It assailed her senses; it was 
permeating and nauseating.  She had never smelled anything like it.  She pulled 
at Harley’s leash to turn him around to head back to the house, but he bucked, 
throwing his weight into it, and yanked his leash from her hand.  He began to run. 
Harley was running toward the area in the cornfield where the birds hovered 
overhead.

“Harley! Stop!  Come back!”  She yelled and began chasing after him.  In the 
distance, the Schnauzer turned into the field, darting down a row of corn. 
Though she ran as fast as her legs could carry her, Anne didn’t reach the area in 
time to see which row he took.  “Harley! Where are you?!”  Damn it.  People got 
lost in cornfields all the time.  That was the last thing she needed.  She could 
hear the gossip about the new female farm owner who got lost in her own 
cornfield.

She turned into the field, unaware of the silver truck traveling toward her, the 
tires spinning large clouds of dust.  She moved deeper within the field and the 
truck stopped, screeching the brakes and spitting gravel.



“Anne!”  She was too far away to hear him now.
“Harley!”  She screamed his name until her voice became hoarse.  She 

couldn’t go back without him and she couldn’t bear it if anything happened to 
him.  He was more than a dog, he was family.

The sickening stench was overpowering now, and her stomach was 
churning.  She lifted her shirt to cover her nose and mouth.  She kept walking, 
the long leaves of the stalks of corn whipping and scratching at her arms.  Where 
was Harley?

The vultures seemed closer.  She could hear them now, squawking back and 
forth as if in an argument.  There was another sound; the buzzing of insects that 
grew louder as she approached.

“Harley!”  She called as she crossed over several rows, still moving toward 
the sound of birds and insects.  Soon she saw Harley’s dark body about fifty feet 
ahead of her.  She began running again, cursing the dog for not coming to her 
when she called.

Soon she saw thick clouds of flies.  They were everywhere.  She frantically 
swatted at them as they flew into her eyes and mouth.  The pungent scent was 
worse the closer she got.  She could barely breathe.  She reached Harley and 
grabbed his leash before he could escape her grasp.  He didn’t seem to notice 
her.  He tried to pull away.  He was focused on something on the ground.

She pushed him aside and saw the maggots.  It seemed like there were 
millions of them.  “Oh, God!”  She cried.  It was a body.  It was a woman whose 
face and body was covered with filth, flies and maggots.  A stained blue satin 
ribbon was wrapped around her body with a large grotesque bow planted 
between her breasts.

Anne's throat filled with bile.  She fell to her knees and threw up what was left 
of her breakfast.  She yanked on Harley’s leash until he yelped to get him to 
move.  She stumbled and pulled Harley in the direction she prayed was the road. 
She patted her pocket for her cell phone.  It wasn’t there!  Shit, it was back at the 
house.  Adrenaline kicked in and she began running, Harley at her side.  Over 
and over, she repeated, "I can’t get lost in here.  I can’t."

She prayed she was heading in the right direction.  She had to find the road. 
If she got lost in this cornfield, who knows how long it would be before someone 
found her.  She felt hot tears flowing down her cheeks and realized she was 
crying.

Suddenly, she saw something silver in the distance and aimed toward it.  Up 
closer, she saw the road and realized she was seeing a silver metallic truck. 
There was a man leaning against it talking on a cell phone.  Michael!

“Help!” she screamed.  Her tears were blinding now, but her legs kept 
moving.  She flew across the road, Harley in tow, slamming against Michael, 
sending his cell phone flying and the three of them tumbling down a ditch.

“What the hell?!” he exclaimed as she clung to him, her nails digging into his 
back.  She was crying hysterically and he couldn’t understand what she was 
saying.  Harley was barking and trying to pull his leash out of her hand.  Michael 
tried to stand, but she wouldn’t loosen her grip.



“Anne, what’s going on? What's in the field?  Honey, look at me!”
Her mouth moved, but nothing that came out made sense. Gulping for air, 

she thought she was going to be sick again.  No.  Not now.
“Body.”  She had to make him understand.  Harley continued barking and 

pulling at his leash.
“What?”  Michael pulled Anne to her feet and moved her toward his truck. 

He opened the door, snapped his fingers, and Harley jumped in.  He closed the 
door and pulled her against him, rubbing her back to calm her.  “Okay, now try 
again.  What happened?”

“There’s a body in the field.”  There, it was out.  “Harley found her.”
“Shit.  Stay here.  Don’t move.”  He gently pushed her against the truck, 

stepped back to make sure her legs would hold, and ran toward the ditch.  “I’ve 
got to find my cell phone.”

Moments later she could hear him talking.  He seemed to be giving orders to 
someone.  Finally, he came around the truck growling at someone on the phone. 
“Get out here NOW!  Send the crime techs and the M.E., too.  A body was just 
found on Corey Road on Golden Acres Farm.  Look for my truck.”

Michael threw his cell on the dash and pulled Anne into his arms, holding her 
as tightly as he could, his heart beating as erratically as hers.

"Michael, it was so horrible!  How could someone do that to another person?" 
Anne cried against his shoulder.

Once her initial shock had worn off, she shivered, though she wasn’t cold. 
There was a dead woman in her cornfield.  Her cornfield.  Just thinking of it 
shattered her.  Someone’s mother, sister or daughter lay dead in her field to rot 
like garbage.  Who could have done this?  Who ended this woman’s life and 
chose to dump her body in Anne’s field?  It wasn’t like her farm was close to a 
heavily traveled road like an interstate.  How did the killer know the location of 
her farm?  Icy fear twisted around her heart and clamped tight.  Something just 
didn't feel right.  Anne felt swirls of nausea gripping her again.

<><><>

Once they secured the area with crime scene tape, deputies moved in and 
out of the field, sometimes stopping to talk to each other. Michael stood near his 
truck, having an apparently serious conversation with Sheriff David E. Miller, who 
appeared to be a jerk of epic proportion. As soon as Miller discovered she’d 
found the body, he sequestered Anne to the backseat of his car until he had a 
chance to talk to her further.  What was there to talk about?

A news truck pulled up, and a woman in a suit holding a microphone hurried 
past, along with a cameraman.  They were stopped by a deputy, who was then 
peppered with questions.

The longer Anne sat in the back of the sheriff’s car, the more pissed she 
became.  Why couldn’t she be standing out there with the rest of them?  Why 
couldn’t she have stayed in Michael’s truck?  Better yet, why couldn’t she and 
Harley go home?  They both smelled like rotting garbage.  The stench coated 



every inch of her body and hair like a stinking, sticky film.  Enough was enough. 
It's not like the sheriff didn't know where to reach her.

She flew out of the back seat, slamming the door behind her.  She wasn’t a 
freaking criminal.  She was sick of waiting, tired of being ignored.  She was going 
home, damn it.  

The sheriff was the first to bear the brunt of her wrath.  She tapped his 
shoulder and said, “Excuse me, my name is Anne Mason.  You might remember 
me.  I’m the one who’s been stuck in the back of your freaking car for what 
seems like hours.  Unless I’m a suspect and you’re going to arrest me, I’m going 
home.”

Angered, he shook his finger at her and said, “If I tell you to stay in the back 
of my car, young lady, then you damn well better stay there until I get around to 
you.”

She opened her mouth to give a stinging retort when she noticed a petite 
woman racing toward them with a white envelope that she shoved in Michael’s 
hand.  

He opened the envelope, reviewed its contents, and handed it to the sheriff. 
“This is the search warrant we need.  Send the crime scene team in to process 
the area.”

Anne glared at the sheriff with burning, reproachful eyes, and turned to 
Michael, who had not missed her flare of temper. “May I borrow your cell phone? 
I need to make a call to my attorney.”

“Not necessary.  I’ll take you home.”  
His dark eyes focused on the sheriff. “She found the body.  It’s unlikely she 

dumped it in her own field.  If you have any questions, you can find her at her 
house down the road. You know where it is.”

The sheriff walked away muttering something under his breath as Michael 
opened the passenger side of his truck.  Anne pushed Harley aside and got in. 
Michael jumped in the truck and turned his key in the ignition.

 “You two have got to do something about that smell.  You’re ripe.”  He rolled 
all the windows down and switched the air conditioner to high.

“If that was humor, Michael, please notice I'm not laughing.”  Anne glared at 
him as he regarded her with amusement.  She made a low, tired sigh. “Would 
you please step on the gas?  I desperately need an hour, maybe two in a hot 
shower.  Hopefully, I’ll be able scrub this unholy stench from my body.”

<><><>

He was grateful she seemed calmer now, color returning to her face. She 
was terrified when she slammed into him, and that fear pissed him off.  If the sick 
fuck who put the body in her field thought he was going to mess with her further, 
he better think again.  And that cocky sheriff had better get his ass in gear, 
because he needed to find the sicko sooner rather than later, or he’d be looking 
for another job.

<><><>



Michael turned into her driveway, looking sidelong at the dog.  “Harley, you 
better prepare yourself for a long, hot bath, and a little of Daisy’s temper when 
she gets a whiff of your stinking hide.”

The moment the truck stopped, Anne flew into the house, climbing the stairs 
two at a time, stripping off her clothes as she went.  Michael waited for Harley to 
jump down, and then led him to the back of the house in search of Daisy.

After he helped Daisy drag a child’s swimming pool to the patio, Michael 
headed for the house, as water and dog splashed behind him.  He heard a 
couple of swear words he didn’t know were in Daisy’s vocabulary, and beelined 
for the safety of Anne’s house.

By the time Michael reached the stairs, he heard the shower running.  He 
slowly climbed every step, noting each discarded garment as he went.  He liked 
the pink lace bra and panties, and thought how much he would have liked to be 
the one removing them.  Damn.  Couldn’t he get her out of his head for a 
minute?!  He should be back at the crime scene.  

In her room, Michael sat on the loveseat and listened to Anne in the shower, 
trying not to imagine what it would be like to join her, washing every inch of her 
curves with frothy suds.  He’d imagined her naked a lot lately, and had the urge 
to remove his clothes and join her there.  The sweet scent of roses wafted 
through the room.  He could drown in that scent.

<><><>

Anne scrubbed herself head-to-toe four times and prayed that was enough to 
get rid of the stench.  She washed and rinsed her hair again and again.  Finally, 
she slipped out of the shower, rubbed some baby oil into her skin, and dotted off 
the moisture with a soft towel.  She tossed the towel wrapped around her in the 
hamper, then stepped into the bedroom to her mirrored dresser to find something 
to wear. 

<><><>
Michael watched her in awe.  She was like a tall, ice-cold glass of wine on 

the hottest of summer days.  One sip was not going to be enough.  Not even 
close.  

“Looks like you may have removed the first layer of skin.”  His voice was low 
and husky.  Looking at her skin all pink and glistening, it was a wonder he could 
speak at all.

She whirled around, spotting him on her loveseat.  “What the hell are you 
doing in my bedroom again?!  Get out!”

His gaze dropped appreciably from her eyes to her toes.  “I can’t stay long.”
“I hope I can hide my disappointment.”  She rushed to the bathroom for a 

towel, which she whipped around her body.
“I wanted to make sure you were okay before I go.”
“I’m fine.  Thanks for the ride, Michael.  The peep show is on the house. 

Now leave.”



“I’ll call you later.”  He closed the door slowly, with a grin that quickly spread 
across his face.

There was a sparkle in Daisy's eyes and one eyebrow raised when she met 
him on the stairs.  The pink lacy bra and panties dangled from her fingers.  They 
talked a moment before he bounded down the stairs and out the door. 

<><><>

Anne was pulling clothes from the drawers when she heard a knock on the 
door.  “Michael, that better not be you.”  She growled through her teeth.

The door opened and Daisy peered inside.  “Oh, Daisy, I’m sorry.  I 
thought . . .”

“No worries.  I wanted to check on you once I got Harley cleaned up.  Are 
you okay?”  Concern swept across Daisy’s face.

“Yes.”  Lie.  She was anything but.
“What a horrible thing to happen, you finding that body.  It makes me sick to 

think about it.”
“I know the feeling.”  Her stomach was still in a sickening spin.
“Michael told me to tell you that he had to get back to the crime scene.  He 

gave me his cell phone number in case you need anything.”  She paused.  “That 
man jumped headfirst into the fire, didn’t he?”

“What do you mean?”
“He hasn’t even been officially on the job for a week.”
“What are you talking about, Daisy?”
“I thought you knew.  Michael Brandt is the new county prosecutor.  This is 

his first case and may turn out to be biggest thing that’s hit our area for a 
hundred years.”

<><><>

Two men were loading the body into the ambulance when Michael returned. 
He saw a crime scene tech and pulled her aside.  “What do you have?”

“It’s a woman, a young one.  She’s probably in her early twenties.”
“You don’t think it’s . . .”
“I hope not, but it looks like it might be the Mitchell girl who disappeared a 

while back.”
“The one who went missing from college?”
“Yes. Definitely a homicide.  We’ll find out more at the autopsy.   There is 

something else.  It’s odd about the way we found her.”
“What do you mean?”
“There is a blue ribbon wound around her body several times.  It’s attached 

to a large blue bow, the kind you’d find on a big gift box.”  
“Christ.  What's that all about?”
“I just talked to the coroner, Doc Meade.  He’s coming in.  He says he will 

work all night if he needs to, to complete the autopsy.”



He watched her head toward the coroners' van, jumping in the back as 
another crime scene tech held the door.  “Tell Doc Meade I want the autopsy 
report as soon as he can get it to me.”  Michael slammed the door and the 
vehicle headed toward town.  He saw the sheriff and moved to join him.

“Did your deputies find anything near the body?”
“Nope.  They’re taking a short break, and then they're going to search the 

field again along with the crime scene techs.”
“What are they talking about?”  Michael asked the sheriff as he watched 

three deputies huddled nearby.
“They are probably betting on who gets to watch the hot redhead that was in 

the back of my car if someone decides she needs protection.”
“Sounds like you’ve got quite a team.  Do they always think with their dicks 

instead of their brains?  You can tell them for me that if they don’t put their full 
attention on this case, they’ll be looking for a new line of work.”  Michael ground 
the words out between his teeth.  

When he turned to meet his hostile glare, the sheriff realized Michael was 
deadly serious, and headed out to talk to his deputies.

<><><>

By the time he got back to Anne’s house, the late afternoon sun was setting. 
Michael was dead-tired, and the last place he should be was Anne’s home.  It 
was an active investigation now.  She’d have questions, and as a prosecutor, he 
couldn’t answer them.  But his protective streak had returned full-throttle, and all 
he could think about was the pure terror in her eyes when she slammed into him. 
The body being dumped in her field could have been a random act, but what if it 
wasn’t?  He eased out of the truck and pulled a large brown bag from the 
passenger seat, then strode toward the house.

With a soft, small blanket wrapped around her shoulders, Anne sat on the 
porch swing, sipping a glass of wine.  A half-empty bottle and a couple of glasses 
lay on the table beside her.  Her face was pale, her expression apprehensive, 
and he didn’t have to guess what she was thinking about.

<><><>

Michael eased into a wicker chair near her, placing the brown bag at his feet.
“What’s in the bag?”
“I hope you’re hungry.  I haven’t eaten all day and I’m starving.  I picked up 

some sandwiches, slaw and fries from the barbecue place in town.”
“I can’t even think about food.  I wonder if I will ever get that body out of my 

head—or the smell out of my nose.”  A wave of queasiness moved through her.
“So how much wine have you had on an empty stomach?”  He poured a 

glass for himself and rummaged through the food bag.  He slipped a couple of 
fries in his mouth as he searched for the sandwiches.



“Not enough.  So don’t even think about taking advantage of me.”  She 
watched him unwrap a barbeque sandwich then devour it.  He offered her some 
fries, but she shook her head.

“I was worried about you taking advantage of me.”  His mischievous grin 
made her laugh in spite of herself.  “I haven’t forgotten how you tried to have your 
way with me in the back of my truck.”  

Changing the subject before her mind could wander in a dangerous direction, 
she said, “Why didn’t you tell me you’re the new county prosecutor?"

“It was in the papers; I thought you knew.”
She shook her head and asked, “Have they identified her?”
“Who?”
“The dead woman in my field.”
“No, not yet.”
“God, I hope it's not the missing Mitchell girl."

<><><>

Michael scanned her face and decided not to tell her that he thought the 
body was the missing college girl.  She’d been through enough today and still 
had the night ahead of her.  He’d wait until they made a definite identification.

“Don’t know.”
“How could anyone hurt her like that and just dump her like she was a bag of 

trash, out in the open where animals and insects can get to her?  Who does 
that?”  Anne asked, holding back tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks.

“We may never have the answer to that question.”
Anne needed a distraction.  She had thought of nothing but the body for 

hours, so she changed the topic.   “So why did you leave your cushy law 
practice?”

“I’m not sure you’d understand, or believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.”
“I found I have a talent for convincing judges and juries the people I 

represent are innocent, whether they are or not.”
“Sounds like you developed a conscience,” she remarked.
“Something like that.  I couldn’t stop thinking of the ones I got off, who are 

probably out there doing more of what they got arrested for in the first place.”
Anne watched him thoughtfully.  This was not something she expected to 

hear from him, and it surprised her.  She’d assumed he enjoyed his role as a 
defense attorney.

“It sounds like most of your cases were criminal in nature.  If that’s true, why 
did you represent Allan?”

He gazed at her and said, "I'm glad you asked.  This topic has been the 
elephant in the room for too long."

Michael paused for a moment, then said, “A friend of mine convinced me to 
take on a divorce case.  I’ve never liked divorce cases, but I took this one 
because I owed him a favor.  I met with my new client a couple of times and 



began to feel a little sorry for the guy whose wife was cheating on him and 
depleting his bank account—so he said.  So I decided to get the poor guy a little 
justice.  I believed him.  He had me hook, line and sinker.”

“I don’t think I want to hear this.”  Anne started to get up, but he pulled her 
back down.

“So I represented Allan Long and at the hearing I realized he’d given me 
nothing but bad information—bullshit about his finances and you.  In addition, he 
conveniently didn't tell me his gambling problem had depleted his banking 
accounts, not his wife.  By the time I realized he’d lied to me, it was too late.”

“Do you still represent him?” Anne asked.
“Absolutely not.  I dropped Allan as a client at the end of the hearing.  I don’t 

like to be lied to.  He’s lucky we were in the judge's chambers, or I might have 
kicked his lying ass.”

Anne stared at Michael, not knowing what to say, or how to respond. How 
could she blame him for believing Allan, when she’d done the same thing for 
years?

Harley bounded onto the porch with a ball in his mouth, as Daisy joined 
them.  Soon Michael was in the yard, throwing the ball, and a delighted Harley 
was bounding from one area of the yard to another to fetch it.

<><><>

“Give him a chance, Anne.”  Daisy said softly as she watched Michael and 
the big dog interact.

“Not going to happen.”  Anne lifted the glass to her lips to sip the wine.  "I still 
remember the pain Allan caused me.  I'm not ready to let another man in who 
might do the same."

“I think he may be in love with you.”  Daisy stated evenly, watching Anne for 
a reaction.

“What?!”  Anne coughed, nearly choking on the wine.
“You have feelings for him, too.  I can tell by the way you look at him when 

you don’t think anyone is looking.”
“Nothing could be farther from the truth.”  Yes, she was attracted to the man, 

but that was probably just sex, something she hadn’t had in a year or so.  "Well, 
maybe a little." She reluctantly admitted.

Daisy reached over to pat Anne’s hand.  “I want to see you happy.  You 
deserve so much more from a man than you ever got from your bastard ex-
husband.  I think Michael could make you happy.”

“A lot has happened today, Daisy.  Romance is the last thing on my mind 
right now.”

“Okay, I’ll leave it alone for now.”  
“Thank you,” Anne said quietly.
Daisy placed two fingers in her mouth and whistled.  “Come on, Harley, it’s 

dinner time.”



<><><>

Michael joined Anne on the swing and put his arm around her shoulders. 
She unconsciously leaned against his hard, warm body. 

“Are you going to be okay tonight?  Want me to stay over?  I can sleep on 
the sofa.”

“No, thanks,” she replied, a little too quickly.  
“If you’re sure you don’t want me to stay, come walk me to my truck.”  He 

reached out, caught her hand in his, and pulled her from the swing.  He glanced 
at her and realized the strained, stricken look had returned to her face.  It took 
every ounce of self-control to stop himself from throwing her over his shoulder; 
taking her to her bedroom, and spending the rest of the night making her forget 
what she had seen today.  

He leaned against the truck and looked down at her. 
“I think we should kiss.”  He spoke in a casual, mischievous way, hiding the 

need in his voice.  
<><><>

“Not a good idea.”  Definitely not a good idea.  She remembered the way he 
made her feel in the back of his truck under the stars. The heat and need was 
unbearable.  She had enough on her mind already.

“I think if the idea was part of a top 10 list of good ideas, it would be number 
one.”  He teased.

“Okay, one kiss.”  Why not?  He was so persistent.  He was never going to 
leave until she kissed him.  Maybe it would take her mind off things. Fingers 
spread across his hard chest; she stood on the tips of her toes and lightly pecked 
him on the cheek.

“Give me a break.  If you think that was a kiss, we’ve got some serious 
practice to do.”   He wound his arms around her waist and gently pulled her 
closer. “That was not a kiss.”

His kiss was slow and thoughtful, his tongue exploring. It left her wanting 
more; a surprising want and need flickered through her veins.  Anne leaned into 
Michael, tightening her arms around his neck.

The kiss ended far too soon.  She watched him as he got into the truck.  The 
amused look had left his face and was replaced with a spark of indefinable 
emotions swirling in his eyes.

Anne entered the house, locked the door and headed upstairs for another 
shower—a cold one this time.

<><><>

The house was dark as he expected.  Three in the morning was an ungodly 
time to be up and around.  This he counted on.  His old Mustang coasted to a 
stop in front of her mailbox.  With a gloved hand, he slid the envelope inside and 
closed the lid.



They’d found the body.  A rush of exhilaration swept over him.  Who knew 
the discovery of his handiwork would be this thrilling?  They’d pay attention to  
him now and recognize him for the important person he was.  The bastards 
who’d ruined his life would see he was a force to be reckoned with.  Who the 
fuck did they think they were dealing with?

He would have loved to have seen their faces when they discovered how 
he’d staged the body.  The ribbon wrapped around the corpse and the gift bow 
were genius additions.  Hopefully, that bitch Anne Mason was smart enough to 
understand the significance.  If not, she would once she read his note.  Her first  
gift.   But not the last one.  There were more offerings to come.

They’d ruined his life.  He’d take theirs. 

<><><>



Chapter 5
The night was thick with dense, impenetrable fog, and she was running in the 

cornfield.  Long, razor-sharp leaves sliced at her as she ran past, making long 
cuts in her skin.  Anne looked down to see streams of blood running in rivulets 
down her arms and legs.

She was lost.  There was a good chance she was running in circles and she 
was terrified she would never get out of the field.  Anne wanted to scream for 
help, but every time she tried, her vocal cords failed her.  Her heart was beating 
out of her chest.  The simple act of breathing became more and more difficult. 
She began wheezing, the pressure in her chest unbearable.

Anne heard the muffled sound of footsteps in the thick overturned earth, 
whirled, and saw a dark shadow in the distance.  She sensed something sinister 
and pushed forward. The figure ran toward her. She ran faster and faster.

Suddenly she was falling—falling in slow motion until she hit the ground with 
a resounding thud.  Oh, God, where was the dark figure?  Was he still behind 
her?  Anne rolled onto her back.  It was then she realized she was not alone. 
Someone lay near her on the ground.  

She turned her head, straining her eyes to see in the thick darkness.  A loud 
buzzing sound assailed her ears as hundreds of flies attacked her eyes and 
mouth.  Her hands batted at them, but they kept coming.  Razor beams of 
moonlight cut through the fog, and finally she could see a body, or what was left 
of it, as the maggots quenched their hunger. It took a few moments for her to 
realize it wasn't the body of a girl lying there—it was Michael! 

“Noooo!”  Anne gasped, panting in terror.  The shriek jerked her awake and 
shaken.  It was the third nightmare that night, identical to the two before.  Harley 
barked and leapt onto her bed and she screamed again.  Anne's heart was 
pounding and she found it hard to breathe.  She took a couple of cleansing 
breaths.

The dog gazed at her with a questioning look.  She patted Harley as he 
nudged her with his head.  "It's okay, boy.  Just a bad dream—a bad, bad 
dream."

Anne sat up to check her alarm clock.  It was four in the morning.  She 
moved to the windows across the room, opened the shutters, and sat down on 
the loveseat to gaze out the window.  Darkness washed over her yard and the 
surrounding fields, but in a streak of faint light in the dark sky, she saw the 
promise of dawn.  The house was quiet.  Anne wrapped her arms around her 
legs and rested her head on her knees for a moment.  She took a deep breath 
and willed her heartbeat to slow.

Anne quietly walked to her office, turned on her computer and desk lamp, 
watching as the large monitor came to life.  After answering a few emails, she 
worked on a software design for a company contracting her services.  There was 
about a month of work left on the project before it went into user testing.

Logging onto the Internet, she typed in the address for the local news 
website, and then rose to open each of three windows in the room.  No matter 
how brisk the temperature, she needed some air.  Harley stuck his long nose out 



the first window and sniffed the fresh air before crossing the room and settling 
down near her desk chair.  At the third window, she noticed the lights were on in 
Hank’s apartment above the garage.  He was back from Benton County.  He 
must be an early riser, she thought, or maybe he had a case of insomnia too. 
She wondered if anyone had told him about the body.

She threw a soft, rose cashmere wrap about her shoulders and returned to 
the computer screen.  The headline on the home page was: Woman Finds Body. 
She scrolled past advertisements until she reached a large color photo of herself 
sitting in the back of the sheriff’s car.  Oh, hell no.  She continued to curse as she 
moved to the story itself.

She began reading aloud. “Anne Mason of Golden Acres Farm was walking 
her dog yesterday when she made a grisly discovery.  She found a body 
decomposing in a cornfield near her house.  Investigators working the case are 
not talking, but an unconfirmed source said the body may be that of Rachel 
Mitchell, who has been missing since August.  A full autopsy to determine 
identification and cause of death is pending, as is notification of next of kin.” 
Please, God, she thought.  Please don’t let it be the missing student.

She heard a noise down the hall, and then saw Daisy moving toward her with 
a large mug of steaming coffee.  “It looks like someone else is having trouble 
sleeping.”

“Daisy, come look at this story.”  
Daisy pulled a chair next to Anne.  “Why the hell did they use your photo?! 

And they took it while you were in the back seat of a police car?  Freaking idiots. 
It makes you look like a damn criminal.”

“I had thoughts along the same line.”  She pointed to the second paragraph 
of the article.  “But keep reading. They think the body I found yesterday might be 
Rachel Mitchell.”  

“Oh my God, it just can’t be her.  I just visited with her mother the other day 
and helped her post some missing flyers.  She is hanging onto her sanity with a 
thin thread,” said Daisy, trying to hide the quick tears that came to her eyes.

“Daisy, they don’t have identification yet.  It might not be her.”  Wishful 
thinking.  She hoped it wasn’t Rachel, but knew there was a good chance it was.

“Why did he choose to dump the body in our field?”
“I’ve been asking myself the same thing.  It’s not like our land is easy to find. 

Does that mean he’s from this area?  Does it mean he is familiar with our farm? 
Is it someone we know?”  They were unsettling questions she couldn’t stop 
asking herself.

“I can’t believe anyone we know could do something this horrible.”
“I don’t want to believe it, either.”  
They both were startled by the sound of the doorbell.  “Who could that be at 

this hour of the morning?  It’s barely six.”  Daisy pulled her robe around her waist 
a little tighter, and headed downstairs to the front door.  Anne heard some brief 
conversation, then heard Daisy coming back up the stairs.

“Anne, Sheriff Miller is here.  He wants to ask you a few questions.  I told him 
to wait in the kitchen while we got dressed.”



By the time Anne reached the kitchen, the coffee was brewing, while eggs 
and bacon were frying in a pan.  The delicious breakfast scents filled her senses 
as she entered the room. Her empty stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten 
since early yesterday, and she was starving.  Sheriff Miller sat at the round oak 
table, absently petting Harley as he watched Daisy cook.

Anne gazed at the sheriff as she sat down.  He was a tall man in his fifties, 
with his premature white hair in a military-style buzz cut.  He sat across the table 
from her, his posture ramrod-stiff, and a frown across his face.  Daisy had told 
Anne that he was a former Army MP who preferred to be called Sheriff Miller, as 
if “Sheriff” were his first name.  Daisy thought those who called Miller by his 
actual first name were probably limited to his immediate family.  Daisy had said 
she was surprised he didn’t expect people to salute him—including his wife.  His 
no-nonsense style had led the county sheriff department for almost eight years.

“Good morning, Sheriff Miller,” said Anne, as Daisy brought three cups of 
steaming coffee to the table.  

“Good morning, Ms. Mason.  I’m sorry about being here so early, but we’re 
chasing our tails at the station.  The media has been driving us nuts since the 
body was found. I’ve got a couple of questions for you. I thought we could get 
this out of the way before I headed in to work.”  In actuality, he had planned to 
visit her at 9:00 o’clock, but when he couldn’t sleep, he decided to head over. 
People had a way of opening up more when his visits surprised them.

Daisy brought over plates of eggs, bacon and toast, and sat down next to 
Anne.

“Ms. Daisy, you didn’t have to go to this trouble,” said Sheriff Miller, as he 
dived into his food.

“No trouble.  We don’t often have a guest for breakfast.”
“What is it you want to know?”  Anne was on her second cup of coffee and 

thankfully could feel the caffeine kicking in.  The ache in her head reminded her 
what a hellish night she’d had, tossing and turning, getting little sleep.

 “Ms. Mason, let’s talk about how you happened to find the body in your 
field.”

“Call me Anne.  What would you like to know?”  She smeared butter and 
some strawberry jam on her toast and took a bite.

“Why don’t you start from the beginning, and tell me how you knew the body 
would be in your field?”  The sheriff said the words calmly, as if there weren’t an 
accusation sewn in the question.

“I didn’t know the body would be in my field.  What are you getting at?”
Daisy nearly jumped out of her chair.  “You’ve got to be kidding! You can’t be 

suggesting Anne knew that body was there!”  Daisy spat her words, so furious 
she couldn’t get the words out fast enough.  Anne placed her hand on Daisy’s 
arm to calm her.  Sheriff Miller glared at Daisy, and then looked down at his food, 
choosing to ignore her outburst.

“I think I’ll leave you two to talk alone.”  With that, Daisy left the room, still 
seriously pissed off about the sheriff’s insinuation.



“Anne, just start from the beginning.”  His cool gaze met hers over the rim of 
his coffee cup.

“I was taking a walk.  Harley was with me.”
“Is there any reason why you chose that particular area for your walk?”
“Yes, the fall is my favorite time of year.  There are more trees down that 

road and I wanted to see if the leaves had turned.”
“Was Harley on a leash?” he asked.
“Yes.” 
“The location of the body was deep within your field.  Tell me how you 

happened to find it.”
“I noticed this horrible smell and there were vultures circling an area in the 

field.  Harley must have noticed it, too, because he broke away from me.  He ran 
into the cornfield.  I ran after him.  He’s a house dog, and I was afraid he could 
get lost in the field if I didn’t catch him,” Anne explained.

“So you followed the dog into the cornfield.  Didn’t you worry that you would 
get lost in there?  Last year we had to get out the ‘copter to find a couple of 
tourists who got lost in a cornfield on the Francis farm.  Scared them silly.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that.  I needed to catch Harley.  When I finally found 
him, he was standing over the body.  I grabbed his leash and dragged him out of 
the field.  I ran for a long time, looking for the road.  There was a point I thought I 
might be lost, but eventually I saw the road and Michael Brandt’s truck.  I ran to 
him for help.”

Miller chugged the last of his coffee, set the mug down, and turned to Anne. 
“I’ll let you know if I have any additional questions.  Thanks for the hospitality.”

“Before you go, I have some questions,” said Anne.
“Go ahead.”
“Wouldn’t the killer have to be a local?  I mean, if you’re driving here from 

town, you have to make at least 15 turns to get here.”
“Maybe.  That would take the randomness out of the equation, wouldn’t it? 

Good point, Ms. Mason.”
“Why choose my field?  There are farms all over the state.  Why choose 

Golden Acres to dump a body?
“That is a question I have, too.”  The suspicious look he gave her was not 

lost on Anne.  He actually suspected she had something to do with this crime. 
Unbelievable.

“You’re not going out-of-town anytime soon, are you?”  He pushed his chair 
back, stood up, and looked down at Anne with his trademark frown.

“I don’t have any trips planned.”
“Good.  Just want to make sure I can reach you if I have more questions.” 

He walked to the front door, his boots making a thud on the oak plank floor with 
each step.

<><><>

Daisy opened the back door, and placed a couple of boxes and a stack of 
letters on the table.  She was still steaming.  “Sheriff Miller has earned my 



nomination for asshole of the year.  Whoever he's running against during re-
election has my vote.  Here’s yesterday’s mail.  I walked down to the mailbox to 
cool off.  That man made me so damn mad I had to do something.”

“He actually thinks I might have something to do with this.”
“He’s a damn idiot.”
“I’d have to be pretty stupid to kill someone, then dump the body in my own 

field.”
"No kidding." said Daisy as she rolled her eyes.  "I'm going upstairs to get 

ready to drive into town to get our groceries."
Anne was shuffling through the mail when a letter fell to the floor.  As she 

lifted the envelope to place it on the table, she noticed there was no return 
address or postage stamp.  That’s odd.  She ran her nail under the flap and 
dumped its contents.  Inside was a copy of the article she found on the Web on 
how she found the body, along with a note.

Anne,
Nice article. Nice photo.
I do all the hard work and you get all the press.
I’m glad you found my gift. 
Just a little gesture to let you know you’re on my mind.
Not much time left until I come for you.

Icy fingers of fear clutched at her throat as she read, then re-read the note.

<><><>

It was mid-afternoon before Michael could get Sheriff Miller and Doc Meade 
in his office for a preliminary report about the autopsy results, and an update 
from the investigative unit.

“Did you make an identification?”  One of Michael’s chief concerns was that 
they wouldn’t be able to identify the body.

“Yes, we did.  It’s Rachel Mitchell.  We’ve had her dental records for months. 
We’d hoped we wouldn’t need them,” said Doc Meade.

“Shit.”
“This is a strange one,” Doc Meade began. 
“Define ‘strange.’”  Michael’s frown deepened.
“For one thing, the body was nude and had been washed down with bleach 

to remove forensic evidence.  Most killers would not know to do that unless he's 
watched a hell of a lot of CSI on television,” the doctor said.  “He went to 
extremes to destroy evidence that would lead us to him.  My guess is that this is 
not the first violent crime for our killer.  I’ll bet he’s even served time for a violent 
crime.  He’s determined not to get caught again, and has taken measures to 
make sure he isn’t.”

“Yeah, you may be right,” said the sheriff.



“There’s more.  There are no prints on the blue ribbon he tied around the 
body, or on the bow.  The killer used gloves.  I’m no profiler, but I’m guessing that 
ribbon and bow represents something to the killer.  Maybe something he is trying 
to communicate.  This is pretty sick, but is he saying the dead body is a gift or 
something?  And who is he trying to communicate with?”

“It’s not an M.O. I’ve ever heard of.”  Michael turned to the sheriff.  “Check 
the database to see if it’s been used before.”

Sheriff Miller nodded, and asked, “What about sexual assault?”
“No vaginal trauma.  So no.”
“Cause of death?”  Michael leaned forward putting his elbows on his desk, 

his head in his hands.
“Definitely homicide.  More specifically, strangulation.  The hyoid bone in her 

neck was broken.  He strangled her with his hands.  Also, there were small burns 
about 3.5 centimeters apart on her neck and back, matching the prongs of a stun 
gun.  So my guess is that's how he controlled her.”

“Time of death?”  Sheriff Miller asked as he jotted notes in his tablet.
“Judging from the level of decomp and the maggots, my guess is anywhere 

from four to seven days.  If you need a timeline more definite than that, we're 
going to have to contact a bug guy.”

“Four to seven days?  But Rachel Mitchell disappeared on August 30th.  So 
the bastard held her at another location?  For almost a month and a half? What 
the hell are we dealing with?”  Agitated, the sheriff rose from his chair and went 
to the large window that faced the street.  His brows drew together in an angry 
scowl.

“What about your team, sheriff?  Did they find anything?” asked Michael.
“Not much.  Thanks to the hard rain we had last week, there were no 

footprints, except for those belonging to Anne Mason and her dog.  No tire tracks 
either.”

Michael’s secretary opened the office door to announce he had another 
meeting in five minutes.  

Michael nodded, and then turned to the two men. 
“I want this case to be your first priority.  Another thing, no information from 

the crime scene or autopsy gets to the media.  Is that understood?”
The sheriff retrieved his hat and sadly placed it on his head.  “I’ll go to the 

Mitchell’s now.  It’s time they knew their daughter isn’t coming home.”

<><><>

Something had happened.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.  Michael could 
see it in her eyes, even from a distance, as the restaurant hostess led him to the 
table where she sat.

Anne was sitting next to a huge stone fireplace, her eyes dark as she 
watched him approach the table.  Her smile was brief and unnatural.  There was 
a half-empty wine bottle on the table.  Something was definitely up.



“I was surprised to get your message.”  His gaze searched her face as he sat 
down.

“Your secretary said your schedule was booked, but I thought you must take 
time to eat," she said. 

Anne looked like she was using all of the self-discipline she had to stay calm. 
What had her so upset?  

“Yes, dinner is definitely a good idea.  I’m starved.”  
Michael had asked her to dinner a half-dozen times and she’d said no each 

time.  Now she calls him out of the blue and wants him to meet her here. 
Something had happened and the sooner he found out what it was the better.

“I heard you got the autopsy results today and that the body in my field was 
Rachel Mitchell,” Anne said, then sipped from her water glass.

“News travels fast around here.  Yes, it was Rachel.”  
“Her poor family.  I can’t imagine the kind of pain they must be in now.”
Michael nodded in agreement, then got the waitress’s attention and ordered 

a bottle of Coors.  He gazed at Anne, who was shifting in her seat, looking 
uncomfortable. 

“Why do you think her body was left in my field?”
“It was probably accidental.  The killer may have been driving around looking 

for a place and lucked upon your field," he answered.
“Did you know that if you were driving from town you would have to make 

fifteen turns to arrive at that particular cornfield?”
“No.”  His eyebrows rose questioningly.  
“It wasn’t an accident the body was dumped at Golden Acres.”  She slid a 

plastic bag across the table toward him and watched his face as he reviewed the 
article, then the note.

Anne,
Nice article. Nice photo.
I do all the hard work and you get all the press.
I’m glad you found my gift. 
Just a little gesture to let you know you’re on my mind.
Not much time left until I come for you.

Gift?  Michael's mind went back to the meeting when Doc Meade described 
the blue bow and ribbon that was tied around the body.  The killer was trying to 
communicate something. To Anne?  Christ, he’s targeting Anne.  He gritted his 
teeth as he stared at the note.  The idea of someone doing to Anne what was 
done to Rachel Mitchell made his blood boil.  Not going to happen.

“How did you get this?”
“It was left in our mailbox with the rest of the mail this morning.  It’s not a 

prank, is it?"
“No, I don’t think it's a prank.  We’ve got to get this to the sheriff.  There 

might be a fingerprint, DNA, or something on it.”  Michael pulled a pen out of his 



jacket pocket and used it to carefully push the folded paper back into the plastic 
Ziploc bag.  He pulled out his cell phone and punched in some numbers.

“Excuse me for a minute.  I need to talk to the sheriff.  Don’t go anywhere.  I’ll 
be right back.”  Gripping his cell phone to his ear, he raced out the restaurant to 
the sidewalk.  

<><><>

Anne watched Michael through the front window, pacing as he talked.  He 
soon returned to the table.

“Michael, I need to know everything you know about Rachel’s murder.”
“Anne, I can’t comment about an ongoing investigation.”  He was a 

prosecutor.  There was no way he could share information—not even with Anne.
“Bullshit.  He’s targeting me.  I need to know what you know," she shouted. 

The couple in the table next to them curiously glanced toward their table, and 
then went back to their meal.

“I can’t talk to you or anyone else about an ongoing investigation.”  With the 
addition of the note to the investigation, Anne was now more than a witness who 
found the body. She played an integral role in the investigation. Any information 
flow from this point forward had to be one-way, and from her.  Shit.  Talk about a 
complication.  A prosecutor can't have a relationship with someone this close to a 
case.  Not if he didn’t want to get slapped with a conflict-of-interest accusation.

Anne looked up and Michael turned around in time to see Sheriff Miller 
moving toward their table.  He nodded to Anne, shook hands with Michael, and 
sat down.

“Where’s the note?”  He said to Michael, who shoved the note in the plastic 
bag toward him.  

<><><>

The sheriff turned to Anne and asked, “So you got this note after I left your 
house this morning?”  

“Yes, it was in a stack of mail that Daisy brought in,” she replied.
Sheriff Miller didn’t say anything.  He just stared at her.
“What?”  
“Nothing.  I’ll get this to our crime techs.”  He put the note in his pocket, then 

continued.  “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”  
“What do you want to know?”  
“Have you had any trouble lately?  Anything at work?”
“No.  My partner at the computer company, Richard Thompson, was 

disappointed that I was leaving, but there was no anger or anything,” Anne 
explained.

“Have you noticed anything odd like someone following you?  Any hang-up 
calls?”  Sheriff Miller pulled out a small pad from his jacket and started taking 
notes.



“I was carjacked a couple of months ago.  He was never caught.”  An icy 
finger of fear ran up Anne's spine as she remembered the night she could have 
been killed.

“Where did this happen?”
“In Indianapolis.”
“How about your personal life?  Is anyone angry with you?” 
“Besides my ex-husband, no.”  What personal life?  Not that it was any of his 

business, but she hadn’t had one in a long time.  She’d worked long hours, and 
she and Allan avoided each other the last year of their marriage. 

“What about your ex-husband?  Is he angry enough to try to hurt you?”
“If you are asking me if he would murder a college student and dump her 

body in my field, the answer is no.  Allan’s a jerk, but he’s not a killer.”
“I’m having him checked out anyway," the sheriff insisted.
“It’s not Allan.”
“We’ll see.”
“Can you tell me if you have any suspects for Rachel’s murder?”  Anne 

looked at him long and hard.  It was his turn for questions.
“No suspects right now.  We’re going to re-interview anyone we talked to 

when we first discovered Rachel was missing.  See if anything shakes out.  But 
for now, I’m going to get this note to our lab.  If you think of anything else, call 
me.”  

Anne watched the sheriff as he strode toward the door.  She wasn’t at all 
sure he believed anything she told him.  Did he really suspect her, or was it his 
job to suspect everyone and everything?  At any rate, she didn’t like him.

The waitress brought a bottle of Coors and placed it before Michael.  She 
asked if they were ready to order and he ordered some appetizers.  The way 
Anne was downing the wine; he needed to get something into her stomach.

“You might want to slow down on the wine.”  Michael said as he reached for 
her hand and squeezed it.

Anne snatched her hand back and said, “Easy for you to say.  You’re not 
wearing a psycho-killer’s target on your back.”

“Anne, I’ll talk to the sheriff to see if he can get a deputy to watch your house. 
In the meantime, I want you to consider adding more security.  Your front door 
doesn’t even have a deadbolt.”

“Marion never saw a need . . .”
“You have a need.  Check the windows and doors for the condition of all your 

locks today.”  
“Okay, that’s probably a good idea.”
“Do you want me to follow you home?” Michael asked.
“No, that’s not necessary.  I’m fully capable of getting myself home safely.”
“I think I should stay over tonight.”
“No.  I shouldn’t have told you about the note.”
“Why not?”
“Because now you’re in major guard dog mode.  I don’t need a man to 

rescue me.  I’m not one of those dependent, helpless women who can’t even 



make a decision about her own safety.”  Anne glared at Michael, grabbed her 
purse and jumped to her feet.  She ignored his angry stare that was burning a 
hole in her back as she left the restaurant.

<><><>



Chapter 6
Someone was pounding something somewhere and pain throbbed through 

Anne's head with each pound.  The sound grew louder until it jerked her awake. 
She looked at the alarm clock on her bedside table.  Damn it. It was one in the 
morning.  And someone was beating on her front door.  A sliver of fear sliced 
through her as she opened a drawer and took out her Glock 21.  She crept down 
the stairs.  The pounding continued.  Anne moved two feet before the door and 
lifted her gun, ready to shoot.

“Who’s there?”
“Michael.  Let me in.”
Damn him.  She lowered the gun and whipped the door open.  “What in the 

hell are you doing?  You almost gave me a cardiac arrest.  Do you know what 
time it is?”

“Yes. It’s time for you to let me in so I can watch the house while you sleep.”
"I was sleeping just fine until you started pounding on my door."  It was then 

Anne noticed the overnight bag in his hand and the determined glint in his eyes.
“I thought I made it pretty clear at the restaurant that I don’t need you to 

protect me.”
Michael walked in, placing his overnight bag on the floor before closing the 

door.  His eyes traveled down her body and stopped abruptly at her right hand, 
which was still holding the gun.

“Is that a Glock?  A pink Glock? Oh, hell no.  Give it to me.”  He held out his 
hand.

Anne reluctantly handed him the gun. Michael checked to see if it was 
loaded, then put it on the table next to the staircase.  

“Marion gave it to me.”
“Do you even know how to use it?  Do you have a license for it?”  Michael 

asked.
“Duh. Yes to both questions.  Marion taught me how a couple of years ago.”
“When did you last fire it?”
“Why do you want to know?”  Anne threw her head back defiantly, placing 

her hands on her hips. "I can shoot the damn gun."
“When was the last time you shot it?”
“Okay, it’s been a while, but one of the deputies offered to take me to the gun 

range.  I think I’ll take him up on his offer.  I could probably use the practice.”
“I’ll take you to the gun range,” Michael said through gritted teeth.  The 

muscle at the side of his jaw tightened.  There was no way he’d let some horny 
deputy take her to the damn gun range.

She looked down at the overnight bag again.  “You’re not staying.”
“Yes, I am.”
“I’m not one of those whiny little females who is afraid of her own shadow.  I 

don’t need you or anyone coming to my rescue.  I can take care of myself.”  She 
wouldn't.  No, she couldn't lean on a man again.  She'd leaned on Allan and look 
where that got her.  Besides, leaning on her ex's attorney was sheer idiocy. 
Getting hurt again was not on her top ten list.



“Where’s Hank?”
“He’s in Benton County checking out some wind farms.”
“Where’s Daisy?”
“Her sister broke her arm.  Daisy will be there a couple of weeks helping with 

her sister’s kids.”
“Where’s Harley?”
“Daisy took him with her to entertain the kids."
Michael shook his head.  “It might have been a good idea for Harley to stay 

here with you.  He’s a good watch dog with a loud bark.”  
"All this happened before the note.”

Michael narrowed his gaze on her face.  “So you’re the only one here?”
Anne just shrugged and looked away.  “Michael, you are not staying.  I'm 

armed and can protect myself.”
“I'm sure you can take care of yourself quite well in normal situations.  But 

this is not normal.  Your life is being threatened.  What’s wrong with letting me 
help you?”

“I don’t need help.”  Allowing him to help her was giving him access to her 
life.  The more time she spent with him, the disturbingly closer he got to her 
heart.  Not happening.  She'd lost everyone she'd ever loved, and didn't want to 
add Michael to the list.

“Yes, you do.”
“No. I. Don't.”  Anne punctuated each word as she opened the front door but 

he didn’t budge.  “I mean it.”  She picked up his overnight bag, walked out to the 
porch and placed it on the floor. "I don't need for you to rescue or protect me.  I'm 
a big girl."  Anne stood there glaring at him with her arms crossed over her 
breasts.

“Have it your way.”  Michael joined her on the porch and picked up the bag. 
“Lock up after I leave.”

“No problem.”  She marched inside, closed the door and twisted the lock.
Anne sat on the stairs waiting to hear his truck engine roar to life.  Instead 

she heard a scratching then sliding sound at the door lock.  She gasped when 
Michael strode back inside and dropped his overnight bag to the floor.

“How did you . . .”  She jumped to her feet.
“That’s how fucking safe you are.  Anyone with a credit card and half a brain 

can get in your front door.”  Michael scowled at her as he closed the door.
Anne's eyes darted from him to the door.  Fear crept in again, and she 

blinked watery tears from her eyes.  It was back, the same bone-freezing panic 
and self-doubt she’d had when he left her house the night of the carjacking. 
Could she really protect herself?  She remembered how helpless she felt with the 
masked man in the back of her car, holding his gun to her cheek.

It had been years since she’d fired the Glock, and she’d only done it once 
with Marion.  She'd had no real practice using it, not that she’d share that 
information with Michael.  Even if she had her Glock with her that day in the car, 
it wouldn't have helped, the carjacker had the drop on her.



“I give up. I’ll show you the guest room.”  Anne looked at him a moment, then 
picked up her Glock and started up the stairs.  "I guess it's better you stay there 
than in your truck, because I have the feeling one way or another, you're not 
leaving."

<><><>

Her blue eyes were so wide and watery it made his chest hurt.  Michael 
wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her close.  But there was an excellent 
chance she’d scratch his eyes out if he tried.  So he followed her up the stairs 
instead.  She led him down a long hallway, past her bedroom, to a room three 
doors down.  Anne opened the door and he threw his bag on a small bed.

“The bathroom is down the hall,” Anne offered, avoiding his eyes.  
Michael got the message loud and clear—just because she’d let him stay 

didn’t mean she had to like it.
“Thanks.”  He tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.  “Why don’t you 

try to get some sleep?”
Anne backed away from his touch, then headed toward her bedroom.  
Michael removed the quilt from the small bed in the guest room. Grabbing 

the pillow and his bag, he went back downstairs to the living room.  He created a 
makeshift bed on the sofa near the front door.

He pulled his 45 caliber out of the bag, slipped it in the back of his jeans and 
walked through the house, checking each door and window to make sure it was 
locked.

<><><>

Sleep was not something Anne could attain, no matter how hard she tried. 
Once she managed to drift off, the nightmares that came and went started with 
horrible, vivid scenes of how the killer would find her, kill her and leave her body 
in a cornfield to rot. Sometimes, she would see the decomposing body of Rachel 
Mitchell lying next to her.  At other times, it would be Michael.  But every time, 
she’d wake up in a panicky sweat, and then fall back asleep to have the same 
bad dream again and again.

Anne padded barefoot downstairs to the kitchen around three o’clock, made 
some chamomile tea, and was almost to the stairs when she noticed Michael 
sleeping on the sofa in the living room.  She quietly set her tea cup on a table 
and crept into the room.  He was sleeping in his clothes with his gun close by on 
a table.

Anne watched him sleep, his chest moving up and down.  She could hear his 
even breathing.  More attracted to this virile, handsome man than she wanted to 
be, she felt a need deep inside and suddenly wanted nothing more than to get 
him out of his clothes and pull him as close to her as she could.  Biting her lip, 
she backed out of the room, picking up the tea cup and headed back upstairs to 
her bedroom before she acted upon her need.



Anne easily slipped into a dream.  This time she was lying naked in bed with 
Michael.  Her arms and legs were wrapped tightly around his body and she felt 
safer than she’d ever felt.  He kissed her until she forgot everything she feared.

<><><>

Shards of sunlight cut through the shutters covering her windows.  Looking at 
her alarm clock, Anne could see it was seven o’clock, so she got out of bed.

She washed her face and brushed her teeth in the bathroom.  She put on 
some eye shadow, brushed mascara on her lashes, and then smoothed some lip 
gloss on her mouth.  Slipping on a blue T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans, she tied 
her hair in a ponytail, pulled on her Reeboks, and headed down the stairs.

Dark coffee was bubbling into the pot when she entered the kitchen.  The 
bold, rich scent of it drifted in the air.  Michael stood next to it, trading the pot with 
his mug, then back again.

Taking a sip, he noticed her for the first time.  She leaned against the counter 
across the room and stared at him until their eyes met. Her heart turned over in 
response.  She looked him over seductively.

In faded jeans and a tight navy T-shirt, he stood there with his dark looks and 
rippling muscles, looking like a model in a men’s cologne ad—radiating sexy 
masculinity.  God, he had an amazing body.

She was an idiot.  She’d been burning with lust for him for months, yet 
pushing him away time and again.  What had she been thinking?  So what if he’d 
been Allan’s attorney?  So what if he had initially believed Allan’s lies.  She had 
for years.

She’d never dated, let alone slept with, anyone like Michael.  The man was 
sizzling hot.  And he hadn’t exactly made it a secret that he wanted her.  

<><><>

Michael watched her carefully across the room.  He'd never wanted a woman 
like he wanted her—and it was more than just physical need.  He loved 
everything about her—from her beautiful face, to her body, to her brain.  Anne 
had to know that.  She had to know what she was doing to him.  His need to 
press that sweet, soft body against his hard, firm one was so strong it was 
painful.  And sleeping in the same house the night before hadn’t helped alleviate 
the discomfort, it only made it worse.

<><><>

Anne crossed the room until she was standing so close to Michael she could 
feel the heat from his body.  Slowly moving her fingers through her hair, she 
removed the elastic band that held her ponytail and shoved it in her pocket.  She 
shook her head once until her golden auburn locks tumbled loose and flowed 
softly about her shoulders. Anne watched a dark gleam come to his eyes, but he 



didn't move.  Something heated inside her that made it hard to breathe.  Her 
pulse raced and she wondered if he could hear her heart beat.

<><><>

Michael knew that look—that slow burn in her eyes.
“Don’t look at me that way,” he whispered, “unless you’re going to do 

something about it.”
"Oh, you can be sure I'm going to do something about it."
Michael's pulse spiked as Anne spread her fingers across his chest and 

leaned into him until she was pressing her soft breasts against the hardness of 
his chest.  Her eyes, now smoldering, didn't leave his as she went up on her toes 
and entangled her fingers in his hair, pulling him down into a kiss.

Her lips moved gently against his, teasing with her tongue until he felt lust 
flowing like lava through his veins.  Michael made a knot in her hair with his hand 
and parted her lips so he could taste that sweet woman he remembered.  

<><><>

Michael pulled her hard against him and kissed her so deeply she felt the 
heat of it all the way to her toes.  Anne wrapped her arms around his waist, 
feeling the tight muscles in his back tensing under her touch. She tugged at his 
shirt and he stopped what he was doing to yank it off.  She felt his hot, bare chest 
against her and tried to press him closer.

Michael put his big hands on her bottom and pulled her closer, aligning her 
body with the hard ridge in his jeans.  Drawing her into a deep kiss, he glided his 
hands over her arms, her hips, and she was drowning in dizzying, whirling, 
heated pleasure she wished would never end.

<><><>

A vibration in his jeans' pocket jerked them apart.  Michael pulled out his cell 
phone.  His grip tightened around her waist and his expression dared her to 
move.

“Brandt,” he growled.  That the interruption angered him was obvious. 
“Switch the appointment to tomorrow and hold my calls.  I’ll be in later today. 
There’s something important I must attend to.”  Michael disconnected the call, 
slid the phone across the counter, and stared at her. The intense gleam in his 
eyes told her what he needed to attend to.

<><><>

Anne trailed a finger down the center of his chest, and then moved back 
slightly to pull on the bottom of her shirt until she lifted it over her head and threw 
it to the floor.  Heat sparked in his eyes.  The next thing she knew, his fingers 



moved over the lavender lace of her bra, cupping her breasts with his big hands 
as he kissed, licked and teased them, building a fire within her that raged at his 
touch.

Suddenly Michael lifted her and Anne wrapped her legs around his waist.  He 
moved through the hallway, through the door of the formal living room, and set 
her down on the soft red Oriental rug in front of the fireplace.  He locked the door 
behind them.

Michael watched as Anne slowly slid her hands to her back, loosened her bra 
and sent it to the floor.  Unbuttoning her jeans, she slid the zipper down and 
shimmied out of them until she was wearing only her sheer, lavender lace 
panties.

“I want you, Michael,” she said.  Her voice was low and husky, but she was 
feeling self-conscious and wished he would hurry before she lost her nerve.

Michael's eyes locked on Anne as he reached back to pull the gun out of his 
waistband, and place it on an end table.  He threw his wallet on the floor.  As he 
pulled off his boots, he set them one-by-one beside the door.  He slowly 
unbuckled his belt. Impatiently, Anne reached up, her small fingers deftly 
unbuttoning his jeans and easing the zipper down.  He finished the job, neatly 
stepping out of the denims, leaving them pooled on the floor.

Pulling her into his arms, he moved his hands over Anne's waist and hips. 
He'd wanted to touch her for so long, and now he could.

Suddenly Michael was kissing her thoroughly and Anne was kissing him 
back.  Her heart felt like it would beat out of her chest with anticipation.

He lowered Anne to the floor and planted a knee between her knees then 
leaned over her, bracing his weight on his arms.  Ah, she thought, the delicious 
weight of him.  She began to move her hips against him, wanting him, needing 
him.  His mouth moved over hers, this time sending her senses into overload. 
God, she loved the feel of him, the intensity of his kisses, the way he was 
touching her.  The musky, male scent of him was making her crazy.  She 
tightened her arms around him, pressing against him.  She couldn’t get enough 
of him.  She wanted him.  Now.

Michael's head lifted above hers as he braced himself on his arms.  “Are you 
sure about this, Anne?”

“Yes. I've never been more sure.”  She pulled his mouth to hers and kissed 
him roughly with all of the passion, lust and frustration she’d been holding back 
for so long.

He removed the last barrier that separated them.  As he peeled off her lacy 
panties, he took his time exploring and showering sensuous little kisses along the 
way on her stomach, hips and thighs.

Leaning on one arm, Michael gazed down at her as he reached for his wallet, 
removed a foil packet, opened it, and covered himself.  "Please hurry," Anne 
thought.  She couldn’t wait another second.  When he shifted over her, she 
arched her hips up to meet him as he pushed inside her.  She gasped at the 
force of it.  He was huge and hard and all male.  He pulled back and did it again, 
making a low groan in his chest.



Anne moved her hips against him and he picked up the perfect pace. Their 
bodies grew slick with sweat.  She kissed him, bit at him, clutched his back as he 
pushed and pushed into her.  All Anne could do was to wrap her legs around him 
and hold on.

There was nothing but the two of them in this hot, slick dance.  She'd waited 
a lifetime for this and she wished it would never end.  Michael pulled his head 
back and looked into her eyes.  She felt the white-hot heat in her core, building 
and building until she exploded with pleasure.  Moments later, he made a violent 
thrust and shuddered against her.

He rolled over, taking her with him, holding her in place with her butt in one 
large hand, and holding her head against his chest with the other.  She could 
hear Michael breathing hard, as if he had just run a couple of miles.  Like his, her 
heart was thundering inside her chest.  

What had just happened was something she had never experienced before. 
She’d been married for years, but making love with Allan was nothing in 
comparison to this.  Michael had set every cell in her body on fire.

Michael's breathing slowed to a normal pace and she rolled to the side, 
running her eyes down his naked body.  He was perfect—six foot five inches of 
muscled perfection.  Anne loved everything about his body, from the strong arms 
that held her, to his amazingly gentle, big hands, and all the delicious rest of him. 
Just looking at him excited her.

There was just one thing he could improve upon.  The post-coital experience 
could use some work.  He was sleeping.  Sleeping!  So much for pillow talk or 
cuddling.  At least she was on top.

Irked, Anne got up and quietly moved from room to room collecting T-shirts, 
jeans, lacy undergarments, and Michael's boots to take upstairs to her bedroom. 
She wasn't done with Michael Brandt yet.  Upstairs in her bathroom, she ran the 
hot water for her shower until the room was filled with steam.

Anne worked shampoo into her hair, and then leaned her head back under 
the stream of water rinsing the suds away.  Without warning, the shower curtain 
was ripped back and a very naked Michael climbed in.

“Hey!”  Her heart leaped as she quickly covered her breasts with her arms.
“Hey, yourself.  Move over.”  He gently pulled her arm down and let his eyes 

move over her breasts with appreciation.  Then he kissed her until heat flowed in 
her veins down to her core.  She pushed against his chest then looked up at him.

“I thought you were asleep.”  She slapped his arm and turned around.
“Yeah, I know you did, but as you can tell, I'm very much awake.”  He 

tightened his arms around her shoulders and turned her around so that he was 
under the water then he whispered in her ear.  “Honey, I was taking a short 
break.  We are not even close to being done.”

He poured some shower gel into his hand then smoothed it on Anne, paying 
special attention to her ample breasts, making gentle, sensuous circles until he 
made a frothy foam coating.  A citrusy scent filled the air.  He then moved to her 
back and washed and massaged it as he held her close to his chest.  She 
stretched against him like a cat and almost purred.  He turned her around then 



knelt to kiss her belly button, then rubbed the sudsy gel onto her long legs, 
massaging as he went.

His hands were slow and deliberate, igniting a need deep in her that kindled 
brighter and burned hotter when she met his gaze.  She took the shower gel from 
him when he stood, eased him around, and began washing him starting with his 
back.  He reached around, grabbing her hips to pull her closer.  On her tiptoes, 
she nibbled on his ear as she massaged his shoulders and arms, receiving a 
groan from deep in his chest as a reward.  Moving around him, she gently 
pushed him under the water, the suds streaming down his body.  She then filled 
her hands with gel and went to work on his chest and pecs.  Her hands moved 
downward to his stomach, massaging with the gel; her fingers making gentle, 
circular motions.  She slid her hand down to his sex and smiled at the very male 
moan he made as she touched him.

He yanked her into his arms, and then using the length of his hard body, 
pressed her against the cool tile of the shower wall, kissing her with urgency and 
desperation as if he couldn’t get enough of her.  She wound her arms around his 
neck and moved her hips against him, needing him, wanting him again.  His 
hands entangled in her hair, he kissed her again and again, making her crazy 
with desire.  

He turned off the shower, grabbed some towels, scooped her up in his arms 
and headed for her bed. Once he dried her, he threw the towels aside, laid her 
down then shifted himself over her, pinning her to the bed with his hips.  Sighing, 
she wound her arms around his neck.  His kiss tasted all male and Michael.  She 
wanted to drink him in.  She arched her hips as he pushed inside her.  Anne 
moaned and all but screamed his name as he pushed and pushed, her nerve 
endings exploding.  Each thrust rocked them and brought them closer to the 
white-hot flame that engulfed them, leaving them shattered.

They lay together for a while, spent.  He propped his weight on his elbows 
and looked down at her, his eyes dark and serious.

“You know I won’t let anything happen to you, don’t you?”
Before she could respond, they were both startled by the slamming of a car 

door in the driveway.  Michael moved to the window.
“Damn, it’s the sheriff. I'm glad you had the presence of mind to bring my 

clothes up here.”  He picked up his jeans and pulled them on, then did the same 
with his boots.  She found his shirt on the side of the bed and threw it to him.  “I’ll 
make more coffee.  Throw some clothes on and come down.”

He leaned over to kiss her forehead then raced down the stairs to the front 
door. 

She grabbed some underwear, a shirt and jeans from the bureau and moved 
into the bathroom to dress.

<><><>

Midway down the stairs, she heard Michael’s and Sheriff Miller’s voices from 
the kitchen.  She quietly moved to the bottom of the stairs, sat down, and 
listened.



“My budget was cut this year.  I can’t spare a deputy to watch her house.  I 
can make sure a deputy looks in while on his regular route, but that’s it.”  

Frowning, Michael watched Sheriff Miller over the edge of his coffee cup.
“Let me see if I can do something out of my budget.”
“What’s going on between you and her?  Are you doing her?” demanded 

Sheriff Miller.
“That’s none of your damn business.”  Michael’s temper flared.
“I get paid for asking questions.  Here’s another one.  How do you know she 

didn’t write that note herself?”
“That’s crazy.  Why would she do that?”
“Don’t know, but you can expect my request for a search warrant.  I want her 

computer, printer, paper and anything else in her office that looks interesting.  I 
also want a handwriting analysis.”  The sheriff chugged the rest of his coffee.

“If you had read the note thoroughly, you would have noticed the reference to 
'gift'.”

“So what?”
“You and I are the only two people who heard what Doc Meade said about 

how the ribbon tied around the body could represent a gift.  Hell, maybe you 
wrote the note.  I know I didn’t.”  Michael leaned back in his chair, relishing in the 
sheriff's angry reaction.

“All I'm saying is, you might think twice about getting cozy with a suspect. 
Ethics and all.”

<><><>

At first, Anne hugged her knees to her chest and thought she might get sick. 
Then anger flickered within her like a fire. Not only was she not going to get law 
enforcement protection from a killer, she was considered a suspect.  It made no 
sense.

Michael defended her to the sheriff.  Not only had he defended her, he put 
his job at risk for her, and she didn't have a clue why.  No one had done anything 
like that for her before.  Ever.

Anne couldn’t let him put his job or his career in jeopardy for her.  She 
wouldn’t.  She didn’t know if she was falling in love with him.  Yes, she loved how 
he made her feel, but that didn’t necessarily mean she was in love with him.  One 
thing was for sure, she could never live with herself if it were her fault he lost his 
job. 

She heard the sound of chairs scraping across the floor, then footsteps. She 
met the sheriff’s glare head-on as he passed the stairway.  He slammed the front 
door and she headed back up the stairs.

<><><>

Ten minutes later in the kitchen, she watched Michael staring out the kitchen 
window, his hands balled into fists at his hips, and his body rigid with anger. 



“How about some breakfast?”  She opened the refrigerator and took out 
eggs, butter, bacon, and bread.  He turned around and watched her as she 
placed several strips of bacon in the skillet and turned up the heat.

“You cook?”
“Sometimes.  And don’t act so surprised.”  She cracked an egg, and then put 

two slices of bread in the toaster.
"Wow, she's beautiful and she cooks!  I think I'll keep her."  Anne swatted 

him with a dish towel.  Michael opened cabinet doors until he found two plates. 
Then he looked in drawers until he found silverware, which he put on the table. 
He pulled a coffee mug down, filled it and handed it to Anne.  He stood behind 
her, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, kissing her hair and neck.

Smiling, she leaned back against him and flipped an egg.  This felt so good 
being with him, doing ordinary things.  Her throat went dry as she thought of the 
difficult talk she would have with him soon.  After making love with him, that talk 
would be one of the hardest she’d ever have to do.  He’d probably hate her and 
never desire her again.

Filling their plates, she took them to the table then swung back to the 
refrigerator for butter and jam for the toast.

She spread butter on her toast and watched Michael dig in.  She waited until 
he’d finished his eggs and was on his third cup of coffee before she spoke.

“What did the sheriff have to say?”
“Nothing much.  There’s still no suspect in the Rachel Mitchell case.”
So that was the laundered version.  Obviously, he didn’t want her to know 

everything the sheriff had to say—like the part about their relationship and ethics.
She took their plates to the sink.
“Are you still going to your office?”
“Yes, for a couple of hours.”
“Okay, I’ll walk you to the door.”

<><><>



Chapter 7
She knew the exact moment Michael noticed his packed duffle bag by the 

front door.  His expression registered surprise, then a spark of anger lit his eyes, 
and his jaw tensed.

“What’s going on?”  Hands on his hips, he looked down at her with one of his 
more intimidating glares.

“I agreed to your staying over for one night, but I can take care of myself from 
this point on.”  The words came out pretty calm, but her nerves were raw.  If her 
heart pounded any harder, it would jump right out of her chest.

“Yeah, you did a bang-up job that night you got carjacked.”  His words stung, 
and he didn’t seem to care.

“You can’t stay here, Michael.”
“Why not?”
“It’s just not a good idea.”  
“Why isn’t it?”  He scanned her face as if he was trying to read her mind, and 

she sincerely hoped he couldn’t.  Her words were stumbling and she didn’t know 
what to say next.

“Because the sheriff will make sure I’m protected.”  She knew this was a lie, 
but threw it out there anyway.

“Yeah, sure he will.  There’s no money in his budget, Anne.  No protection 
from his staff.  Not in the cards.  So you’ve got me.  I’m your protection.”

“No.  I’m not ready for you to stay here.”  It was another lie, but she was 
running out of phony excuses for him to stay away.

“Why not?”
“I’m not ready to get involved.  I thought I was, but I'm not.”  Damn.  Why did 

she say that?
“Oh, really, you seemed more than ready to get involved in the living room a 

couple of hours ago.”  Michael was livid.  He stepped toward her and she 
stepped back. "Remember, I asked you if you were sure?"

“Well, that was . . .”  God, she was tripping over her thoughts again.  
“Oh, and don’t forget the shower, then your bed.  Yeah, I’d say you were 

ready to get involved those times, too.”
“Michael, please just leave. We need to take things a little slower. We can’t 

see each other for a while.”
“How long is ‘a while’?”
“Listen.  You’re a prosecutor.  I know there are probably rules about you 

seeing someone who plays a role in an active investigation.  So I don’t think we 
should see each other until after Rachel’s killer is caught and you’ve prosecuted 
him.

“Seriously?  Do you know how fucking long that could take?”  He was 
incredulous.  It sometimes took years to apprehend and prosecute a killer.

“I want you to send him away, Michael, so he can’t hurt anyone else.  You 
can’t let him get off on some technicality.  That just can’t happen."

"Anne, you are so much more than some technicality."  Michael protested.  



"I need you to do this for me.”  Anne knew she was right.  He was a pit bull in 
court.  She knew the killer would be put away for a long, long time if Michael had 
anything to do with it.  She also knew if the killer got away on a technicality 
because of something he did, it might destroy both of them.

A lone tear streamed down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away.
“What if I can’t?”  His voice was laced with emotion.
“Can’t what?”
“Stay away.”  Michael pulled her in his arms and kissed her hard.  Then he 

opened the front door, grabbed his duffel bag and left.
She gulped hard, hot tears flowing down her face.  She could never, never let 

him know she was doing this to protect his career.  He wouldn’t stand for it.  She 
couldn't let his need to protect her put everything he’d work so hard for at risk. 
No matter how much it hurt.  No matter how much danger it put her in.

She wrapped her arms around herself and wondered if she would ever see 
him again.  

She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and called Hank.  Within minutes, 
they sat together at the dining room table.

“As it turns out, the body that was dumped in our field, Rachel Mitchell, was 
not there by accident,” said Anne.

“What?”
“Someone left it there and sent me a note that leads me to believe I’m his 

next target.  The sheriff doesn’t have money in the budget for protection, so we 
need to do something ourselves.”

“Holy shit.  Are you sure?”  Hank asked.
“Unfortunately, yes.”
“Okay.  Here’s something I can do right away. I’ll meet with the farmhands; 

they need to know about this.  They can help by making sure their hunting guns 
are registered and on the gun racks in their trucks.  There’s no reason they can’t 
be armed when they come to work.”

“Okay.  There’s another thing.  I want you to work with Rick Davies, who will 
be here to do a security assessment on the farm, house and barn.  Just give him 
a tour of the property and brief me on what security should be added, and we’ll 
go from there.” 

“I’ll watch for him.  In the meantime, I’m going to the barn to talk to the 
hands.”

<><><>

Anne joined Hank and Rick Davies in the kitchen where Rick had brochures 
spread across the round oak table.  She glanced at Hank.  She might be 
imagining it, but Hank seemed to sit a little taller since morning.  She wondered if 
his new confidence had to do with her asking him to help with security.

“I’ve listened to Rick’s security recommendations and think we should start 
by securing the driveway with a gate equipped with a key pad and phone.”  Hank 
slid the assessment over to Anne.



Rick glanced at Hank, and then turned his attention to Anne.  “We can install 
the key pad so that it is reachable from a truck or car window.  Let’s put a phone 
in for people who don’t have a code, but may have business at the farm.”  Rick 
watched Anne as she glanced over the assessment and hoped she would sign 
off on it.  Thanks to his brother’s proclivity for breaking the law, he owed Michael 
Brandt more than a couple of favors.  He’d shaved off around 40% of what he 
regularly charged customers.

Hank added, “We can limit access to staff, family and friends.  I also like 
Rick’s idea to install a web-based surveillance system so that you and I can 
monitor the property remotely on our computers.  Images of anyone entering or 
leaving the property will be saved and we can play them back.”

Rick added, “I suggest you install weatherproof security cameras at the gate, 
four corners of the house and barn.”

“Along with the cameras, I’ll install motion detector flood lights,” said Rick.
Anne nodded and gazed at her farm manager. “Hank, what do you think?”
“The cost is fair, Anne.  We need the security.”
“To think I believed I would be safer by moving here, away from the city.” 

She sighed and looked at both men, who waited for her decision.  “Make it 
happen.”

“We can make it happen, but it will be at least a month, maybe more,” said 
Rick.  “Just want you to know that before we get started.”  

<><><>

The Chambers Restaurant and Bar was a popular watering hole across from 
the courthouse, and had the best ribs in town.  It was close to one o’clock and as 
usual, it was packed with the lunch crowd of attorneys, courthouse employees 
and cops.

Michael watched as the tall blonde woman entered the bar.  She spotted him 
and sashayed up to the bar.  Wearing a red wrap dress that highlighted her 
curves, she did not go unnoticed by a table of men sitting near the door.

When she reached Michael, he stood to shake her hand, which meant this 
meeting was business and he had an assignment for her.

“So you need my services again?”  She sat on the bar stool and crossed her 
legs.

“Yes, Douglas Investigations is on the top of my list for private investigation. 
How are you, Frankie?  Still like apple martinis?”

“Ah, you remembered.”
While he looked for the bartender, she checked him out, noting how good the 

man looked in jeans.  Usually, they met in his office and he wore a suit.  He 
looked good in a suit.  But looking at him in these body-hugging jeans, her 
heartbeat kicked up a notch.  He was smokin' hot.

<><><>



Michael gazed at her for a moment.  “This job is a little different from your 
assignments in the past.”

“How different?”
 “I have someone I want you to keep an eye on.”
He waved the bartender over and ordered an apple martini for her and 

another Coors for himself.  She watched him, wondering who it was who had him 
drinking his lunch.

“Homicide case?”
“Yes.  I have reason to believe the killer is targeting her.”
“Who’s after her?  Who’s your suspect?”  Frankie asked.
“Don’t have one,” said Michael.
“Can’t you put her in protective custody?”
“No, there’s no money in the budget to do that.”
This meant he was covering her expenses on this assignment himself. 

Again, she wondered who the woman was.  “Understood.  What do you want me 
to do?”

“Tail her and cover her at her house.  I don’t want her out of your sight.  But I 
don't want her to know you're watching her.  Do you understand?”

“Yeah, I get it.  What’s her name?”  Frankie asked.
“Anne Mason.  She owns Golden Acres Farm.”
“Isn’t that the woman who found Rachel Mitchell’s body in her cornfield?  I 

read the story in the paper.”
“That’s her.”
“Are you telling me that Rachel’s killer is now after Anne Mason?”
“Yes.”
“When do you want me to start?”  Frankie couldn’t read his expression.  She 

couldn’t tell if he was pissed, or just really worried about this woman.  She also 
wondered exactly what his relationship was with Anne Mason.  

“Now.”  He chugged the rest of his beer and set the bottle on the bar.  “Right 
freaking now.  And keep me updated.”  He slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. 
Watching him leave, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse and Googled 
Anne Mason.

<><><>

Michael stared blankly out his office window.  He felt like his brain was 
scrambled and he was having trouble making sense of things.  How could his 
day have gone from the best he'd ever had, to the worst, in only a matter of 
hours?  He kept reliving making love to Anne and how she’d responded.  She 
practically burst into flames from the first moment he touched her this morning. 
Then his mind went to the front door, seeing his packed bag and recalling the 
conversation that had ended with “We can’t see each other.”  How had things 
gotten so screwed up?

His secretary knocked on his door then popped her head in.  “I know you told 
me you didn’t want to be disturbed, but you’ve got a call from Helen Anderson. 
Do you want to take it?”



“Put it through.”
“Hi, Helen.  How is our new State Attorney?”  He’d known Helen for a 

decade.  It was Helen who had urged him when he was a cop to go to law 
school.  It was Helen who was his mentor.

“I’m hearing rumors, Michael.”
“What kind of rumors?”
“I’m hearing you are in a personal relationship with a witness in an active 

investigation.”
“I’m guessing Sheriff Miller told you that.”  The trouble-making bastard moved 

fast.
“It doesn’t matter who told me.  Is it true?”  Her tone kicked up a notch.  She 

sounded annoyed.
“It was until she kicked me out this morning.  Doesn’t want to see me until 

after the killer is caught and the trial is over.”   He’d always been nothing but 
honest with Helen. He wasn’t going to start lying now.  Although a part of him 
wanted to.

“Smart girl.”
“A trial could be years away.  I don’t know if I can stay away from her.” 

Michael said.
“Is it that serious?” asked Helen.
“For me, it is.”
“Damn it.  Don’t do something you’ll regret.  You’ve worked so hard to get 

where you are, Michael.  Don’t screw it up.”
“Thanks for the advice.  Is that all?”
Michael slammed the receiver down and scrubbed his hands across his face. 

In his career, he’d kept his professional behavior clean as a whistle.  No 
complications.  Now he found himself knee-deep in something that was beyond 
complicated.

He had this overwhelming need to protect a woman who didn’t want 
protecting.  Okay, it was more than that.  There was a good chance he was more 
than half-way in love with the most stubborn, distrusting, intelligent and sexiest 
woman he’d ever met.  And if he did what she asked, there was a good chance 
he’d lose her.  But if he did what he wanted to do, what he needed to do, he 
could very well lose his career.

Michael pulled out his keys and locked his desk.  He had to get out of there 
before he started breaking things.  He headed to the gym where he lifted weights 
for an hour.  After a hot shower, he got in his truck for the drive home.  He hadn’t 
gone far before he realized he hadn’t heard from his private investigator. 
Grabbing his cell phone, he made the call.

“Frankie, what’s going on?”
“Plenty.  Which part do you want to hear about, the field mouse that tried to 

crawl up my pant leg or what your witness is up to?”
“To hell with the damn field mouse.  Is Anne okay?”
“Yeah.  I’m at her farm in the cornfield.  I can see her right now through 

binoculars.  And if I see another field mouse, I’m going to shoot its head off.”



“Why are you in the field?”  
“Had to hide my car and this was the closest I could get to the house.”  She 

paused as she adjusted her position.  “She’s got a visitor.  Arrived about an hour 
ago.”

“Who is it?”
“It’s Lane Hansen.  Just ran his plates.  If you want a description, he looks 

like he could play quarterback for the Indianapolis Colts.”
“Name sounds familiar.”
“It should.  He’s a deputy.  Works for Sheriff David E. Miller.”
When Frankie heard no response, she looked at her phone.  He had 

disconnected the call.  Nice mood he was in today.  She picked up the binoculars 
and peered through them.

Michael gritted his teeth.  Just when he thought this crap day couldn’t get 
worse.  Lane Hansen?  Yeah, his name was familiar all right.  He was one of the 
deputies eyeing Anne the day she found the body.  Shit.

<><><>

The next thing Frankie saw from her binoculars was Michael’s silver 
Escalade EXT racing down the lane toward the house.  What the hell was going 
on?

He parked behind the blue Dodge Ram he assumed belonged to Hansen. 
He leapt from his truck and was about to slam the door when he heard gunshots 
coming from the back of the house.  Diving into the front seat, he grabbed his 
revolver from the glove box.

When he reached the back yard, he saw Anne pointing her pink Glock at a 
round, black and white paper target mounted on a fence.  Her arms were 
extended, feet spread, hands aiming the gun at the target.  He watched as 
Hansen moved behind her, smoothing his hands down her arms to adjust her 
aim.  His jaw clenched.  The sight of Hansen touching her made Michael want to 
rip his head off.

Anne shot at the target, nearly hitting the bull’s eye.
“Hey, not bad, Anne!”

<><><>

Anne turned to say something to Hansen when she noticed Michael leaning 
against the side of the house.  Even from the distance, she saw his expression 
was a perfect storm of jealousy, anger and testosterone.  He beamed a take-no-
prisoners glare at the deputy’s back.

“Hi, Michael.  Did you bring the legal papers with you?”  That was the only 
excuse she could invent for him being there.  Damn it.  He was supposed to stay 
away.  The last thing they needed was to be the focus of deputy gossip.  The last 
thing she needed was trying to resist him again.

Hansen turned around and waved.  He watched Michael as he headed 
toward them.



“I took Lane up on his offer to teach me to shoot.”  Anne explained, keeping 
her tone friendly.

“I can see that.”  Michael accepted Hansen’s offer to shake hands.  Then he 
gritted his teeth and put his hands on his hips.

“How are you doing?”  He gazed down at Anne, looking very pissed.  The 
way his eyes moved down her body told her, he wasn’t just talking about her aim.

“Okay.  No bull’s eyes yet, but some close hits.”
“Let’s see you try it again.”  Anne felt him watching her as she faced the 

target with a wide stance, two-handed grip and steady aim.  He moved in back of 
her as Hansen had done, but when he touched her, his hands possessively 
gripped her waist, pulling her closer to him.

“Take a deep breath and fill your lungs with air.  Hold it.  Squeeze the trigger 
and shoot.”  Michael said as ran his hands down her hips.  Something very warm 
and familiar was shooting through her system.  She nearly gasped when he 
tugged her against his hard body.  “Are you ready?”

“What?”  The heat of his body made it hard to focus.  She tried to wiggle out 
of his grip without calling attention to it.  No luck.

“When you’re ready to shoot, do it.”
Anne shot and the target flipped wildly.  Hansen ran to the fence to get it.  He 

held it up and called, “bull’s eye.”
Changing the subject and activity seemed like a good idea, so Anne told 

Michael about Rick Davies’ security assessment.

<><><>

“Glad you’re going with his recommendations.  When did he say he can get it 
installed?”  Michael asked.

“It may take a month or more.  In fact, that was one of the things Lane and I 
were just talking about.”

“Is that so?”  So it was Lane, now.  What happened to "Deputy" Hansen? 
Since when were they on a first name basis?

“Lane agreed to do surveillance at the house at night until the security 
system gets installed.”

“Really?”  He turned to the deputy.  “When I talked to your boss, he said 
there was no money in the budget for protection or surveillance.”  His eyes 
narrowed as he watched Hansen.

“Doing it when I’m off duty.”  He met Michael’s glare head on.
“Lane said he could do surveillance from his truck all night. He’ll leave when 

the farmhands start arriving at dawn.”
“No shit.  Very kind of you, Lane.”  Just fucking great.  She wouldn’t let him 

stay with her to protect her, but good old Lane gets to stay all night at her place 
in the truck.  The jerk was probably plotting right now how to move surveillance to 
her bedroom.  He knew he would be.  In fact, he did.  He didn't like this.  He 
didn't like it at all.



<><><>

“It’s just until the security is installed.”  She noticed that Michael seemed to 
be getting angrier, if that was possible.  It was a good time for him to leave before 
he did something they’d both regret.  “Michael, why don’t I walk you to your car 
so we can get those legal papers?”

After a couple of steps, she felt his big hand pressed against her back.  She 
moved aside and looked back at Hansen, who was cleaning her gun.

“Please don't touch me and give him the impression we’ve got something 
going on.  You shouldn’t be here.  We talked about it this morning.”

“We didn't talk about this.  You talked about it.  And we didn’t talk about this. 
I sure in the hell wouldn’t have bought into this little arrangement you’ve got 
going with Hansen.”  His glare intensified, so she looked away.

“It’s only for a month or so.”  How in the world were they going to make it 
through the long haul when they were struggling to make it through the first day?

“Well, don’t trust him.  And don’t let him in the house.  He’ll make a beeline 
for your bedroom.”

“Oh, really?”  She wrapped her arms around herself and wondered if Michael 
really thought it would be that easy for Lane Hansen to get into her bed.

<><><>

“Yes, really.”  Michael leaned against his truck watching her closely.  The 
image of Hansen running his hands over her body made him a little sick and a lot 
pissed. 

“You mean like you did.”  
He met her glare head-on.  “If you think what we have is anything close to 

what that guy has in mind . . .  I know him.  He's a player.  I'm not!”   He scowled 
at her and fought the urge to throw her over his shoulder to take her up to her 
bedroom and kiss her senseless.

“Forget I said anything.  Do you have a paper in your truck you can hand 
me?  Lane is watching us.”

<><><>

In the cornfield, darkness moved in and Frankie pulled the hood of her brown 
sweatshirt up over her head as a burst of wind sent a chill through her body. 
Tomorrow night’s weather was predicted to be colder, so she’d add insulated 
underwear for more warmth under her camouflage jumpsuit.  She pulled out her 
thermos and sipped the now lukewarm espresso, hoping the caffeine would kick 
her energy up a notch. 

Thank goodness for Uncle Sam, Frankie thought.  Four years in the Army 
had toughened her up and taught her the kind of skills that came in handy with 
watching and chasing bad guys.  Marksmanship was her specialty, and she'd 



earned several awards for her efforts, including sharpshooter medals that were 
now framed and on her office wall to impress prospective customers.

Frankie had a reputation of handling herself with the toughest, which made 
growing her private investigative business easier than she thought it would be. 
She was able to hang with the big boys and was highly competitive.

Glancing at her sports watch, she noted it was eleven o’clock.  She had just 
sixty minutes left until her partner, Ted, relieved her at midnight.  She'd lucked 
out with the weather as the sky was clear with a million glittery stars.  Visibility 
was perfect.  A city girl, she’d forgotten how peaceful nights could be in the 
country.  Except for the occasional moo of a cow in a nearby field or the breeze 
that rustled the corn plants, it was quiet.

She focused the binoculars on the window that Michael said was Anne’s 
bedroom.  The light was still on.

<><><>

Anne carried fresh sheets from the linen closet.  One look at her disheveled 
bed had her pulse racing.  Sex with Michael had been an athletic event.

Cursing her current circumstances, she stripped her bed, starting with the top 
sheet.  She jerked the pillow case from her pillow, tossing it on the floor with the 
rest of the bed linen.  She reached for the other pillow, and then stopped in her 
tracks.  Anne held the pillow close to her chest and inhaled.  It was Michael’s 
scent—citrusy from the shower, all male and all Michael.  She buried her face in 
it for a moment, and then tossed it onto the loveseat.  God, she was pathetic. 
Was she honestly not going to change the pillowcase because it had his scent on 
it?  She was acting like a damned sixteen-year-old with her first crush.

With a quick shake of the comforter, she finished making her bed.  She 
washed up in the bathroom, slipped on a blue satin nightshirt then peered out the 
window to see if Lane Hansen’s truck was still parked in the yard.

Once she assured herself that Lane was there, she crawled into bed, and 
curled into a fetal position around Michael’s pillow.

<><><>

Frankie watched the light in Anne’s upstairs bedroom window go out.  She 
repositioned the binoculars and could see Lane Hansen’s truck behind some 
bushes near the garage.  Her back muscles cramped from lying on her stomach 
too long and she envied Hansen his comfy seat in his truck.  She pulled herself 
up in a yoga position and stretched.

She thought about Michael Brandt and what she’d seen earlier.  What 
Frankie assumed was a simple job of witness surveillance and protection was 
starting to look a lot more like a personal thing for her boss.  Even from a 
distance through binoculars, she could see how pissed he was with Lane 
Hansen.  One thing was clear, he didn’t want Hansen there.  This was a little 
confusing since he’d hired her to do the same thing Hansen was doing.  Why 



wasn’t he glad to have another professional watching over his witness?  Of 
course, Hansen was as handsome and ripped as Michael. Maybe he didn't want 
the competition.

The more she thought about it, the more she was sure protection for this 
particular witness was personal for Michael.

From what she’d heard about him, Michael Brandt didn’t linger long with one 
woman, and there had been many.  Women threw themselves at him, always 
had.  Hell, she’d done it herself and was more than disappointed there had been 
no interest on his part.  Frankie didn’t know if he had something going with this 
woman, but she was sure Anne Mason was more than a witness to him.  She 
didn’t plan to ask him about it though, because she knew she’d get one of his 
none-of-your-freaking-business glares.  No thank you very much.

A crunching sound from the right jerked her back to reality. Something a lot 
heavier than a field mouse made that noise.  Frankie slowly stretched out on her 
stomach, pushed the binoculars to her eyes, aiming them toward the sound.  She 
could make out a man in a crouching position.  He was wearing a light gray 
hoodie and holding binoculars that were aimed toward the house. She estimated 
he was about fifteen or so rows away.  Shit. Was he the killer?  Suddenly she 
realized if she could see him, he could see her if he turned his attention her way.

Quietly sliding her right hand down to the holster at her waist, she pulled out 
her revolver.  Slowly and soundlessly, she turned around, and then did an Army 
crawl twenty feet or so.  Grabbing her binoculars, she found his image and he 
was in the same position.  Crouching, she moved back a few more feet, then 
started crossing the field toward what she guessed was his row, counting as she 
went.  She reached the fifteenth row of corn, turned and made her move.  She 
said a silent prayer that she got the drop on him, before he even realized he was 
not alone in the field.

As Frankie drew closer, she realized he was about five rows over from her 
initial guesstimate.  He was still in a crouching position, holding the binoculars 
close to his eyes as he watched the house.

Doing some slow side steps, she chose wider spaces between corn plants 
until she was standing in his row.  Without a sound, she crept up behind him, 
stopping when she was within two feet of him.  She raised her revolver to 
assume a firing position.

“Make one move and I’ll shoot your freaking head off.”
He jerked, dropped the binoculars then spun around and slammed into her. 

Her gun exploded before sailing into the night as she fell, with him on top of her. 
His fist slammed into her face, but not before she could get in a knee to his groin. 
She knew her knee had made contact when he bent over and started howling. 
Her face was on fire with pain, and blood sprayed from her mouth and nose.  She 
jumped to her feet and kicked him hard in the stomach and heard him grunt and 
gasp for air.  Bending to the ground, she searched the earth frantically for her 
gun.  He recovered, grabbed her by the hair, and threw her to the ground where 
she hit her head hard.  He grabbed the binoculars and Frankie heard his feet 
hitting the ground as he ran away.  She struggled to get to her feet to give chase, 



but something wet was in her eyes and she couldn’t see.  Sinking to the ground, 
she held her throbbing head in her hands and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of 
her sweatshirt.

Frankie heard someone running toward her from a different direction and she 
prayed it was her partner, Ted.  She could see a wide strip of light from a 
flashlight wave back and forth until it reached her.  She blinked until she realized 
she was looking into the barrel of a revolver.

“You move.  You’re dead.”  His voice was a low growl and was definitely not 
Ted’s.  Deputy Lane Hansen towered over her.  Holy shit.

“Don’t shoot,” she got out.  “Let me get in my pocket so I can show you my 
I.D.”  God, it hurt to move.

“I heard a gunshot.  Where’s the gun?”  He asked.
“He knocked it out of my hand.  I can’t find it.  Please, let me get my ID.”
“Do it.  Any funny stuff, buddy, and you’ll regret it.  I guarantee it.”
She looked up at the gun, then him, and pulled out her identification and 

handed it to him.  Deputy Hansen focused his flashlight on it and read.
“Frankie Douglas. You’re a P.I.?  What the hell are you doing out here?”  He 

shoved his gun back in the holster and yanked her up by the back of her 
sweatshirt.  Her long blonde hair tumbled to her shoulders when she reached her 
feet.

“Christ, you’re a woman?”
“Very perceptive of you to notice, buddy.”  Damn it.  How more embarrassing 

was this going to get?  First, her mark gets the drop on her and beats the living 
crap out her.  Now, Deputy Lane Hansen, who was sure to grill her about what 
was going on, would totally blow her cover.  Nice night’s work.  Michael will be so 
pleased.  Not.

He pulled her toward him by the front of her sweatshirt to get a better look, 
focusing his flashlight on her face.  “You’re bleeding.”

“No kidding.  Good detective work.”  Using the sleeve of her sweatshirt again, 
she wiped at her cheek.

“Come on, wiseass.  You’re coming to my truck to get your face taken care of 
and then you’re going to tell me what the hell just happened out here.” Grabbing 
her by the arm, he dragged her to his truck, ignoring her curses and demands for 
him to let her go.  Frankie was tall, but the deputy made her feel short in 
comparison.

When they got to his truck, he opened the passenger side and held the door 
as she got in.  He stood there for a moment glaring at her, then slammed the 
door and walked around the truck to get in the driver’s side.

He reached across her and she stiffened, pressing back against the seat. 
“I’m just getting into the glove box for the first aid kit.  Relax.  Haven’t decided if 
I’m going to arrest you yet.”

“What?  You’ve got to be kidding.”  The situation was getting progressively 
worse.  She could hear the gossip now.  And there was nothing worse than the 
cop grapevine.  Her reputation was going to be toast.



Turning on the interior light, he opened the first aid kit and started pulling out 
gauze, alcohol pads, Band-Aids, and some ointment.  After asking if she was 
allergic to latex, he snapped on gloves.  It gave her a chance to really look at 
him.  The man was huge without a fat cell in his body.  She hadn’t been 
exaggerating before when she told Michael he could have played for the Colts. 
He was a good-looking bastard, and he knew it. 

“Take off your sweatshirt.”
“Excuse me?”  She didn’t care how big he was, she was not taking off her 

clothes.
“Take it off or I will.  I need to see your injuries.”
His hard, determined expression told her he would not hesitate to rip the 

sweatshirt off her body.  She slowly unzipped it and pulled her arms through the 
sleeves revealing the brown knit camisole underneath.  When she set the 
sweatshirt in her lap, she noticed it was wet with blood that spattered the front 
and streaked across the sleeve. Her blood.  She looked at Hansen who was 
doing a pretty good job of checking out her breasts.

"Excuse me, but my boobs weren't injured."
He flushed slightly at her comment, but did not respond. He leaned in to 

study her face.  “Bet it was quite a fight.  Who won?”
She gave him her most hateful scowl, which he ignored as he held her chin. 

He wiped at the blood with some gauze, and then peeled back the foil on an 
alcohol pad.

“Damn it.  Do you have to use that?  It’s going to hurt like hell.”
“Yes, I have to use it.  It will hurt more if those cuts get infected.  Hold still 

and quit acting like a baby.”
"I am not acting like a baby."
"Are, too."
"I am not!  You . . .   you sadist!"  She spit the word out.  He was probably 

enjoying this.  And, she did not act like a baby.  She was right about the pain.  It 
took all the self-control she had not to shriek each time he dabbed a cut with the 
pad.  He followed with some ointment, then leaned back to look at her again.

“You’re going to have a shiner.”
“Great.  I’ve got a new dress that will match it.”
“That will do it for your face.  What about your other injuries?  Maybe you 

better take off your shirt and pants.”
“Oh, hell no.  We’re through playing doctor, Deputy Hansen.”
“You know my name?”
“Lucky guess.”
“No, it’s not.  How do you know my name?  Have we met?”   Even though he 

asked the last question, there was no way they’d met.  He would have 
remembered those whiskey-brown eyes, blonde hair, full breasts, and tight body.

Frankie's cell vibrated against her hip and she pulled it out of her hip pocket. 
It was Ted.  “I need to get this.”  He nodded and she slid out of the passenger 
seat, closed the door and leaned against the truck, feeling Hansen’s glare on her 
back.



“Hey, where are you?”
“I ran into a situation.  I’m dealing with it now.”
“What kind of situation?”
“Can’t talk now.  I’ll call you later.”
She got back into the truck and glanced at Hansen, who was drumming his 

fingers impatiently on the steering wheel.

<><><>

“Let’s start by talking about what you were doing in the field.”
“I recently took up stargazing.  Did you notice how bright the Little Dipper is 

tonight?”
“You’re a real comedian, aren’t you?  Since you’re a P.I., my guess is you 

were on a job.  Someone hired you to keep an eye on Anne Mason.  You need to 
tell me who.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s confidential information.”
“Who hired you?”  He used his best don’t-fuck-with-me glare that usually 

brought suspects to their knees.  It had no effect on her.
“Confidential.”  She just stared back, unimpressed.
His eyes scanned over her face, noting the squint of her eyes and the set of 

her jaw.  This woman had no fear and the chances he’d get any information out 
of her was pretty slim.  But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

“Who’d you shoot at?”  He stared at her full lips.
“Don’t know.  Could have been a corn poacher.”  
“Bullshit.  And I might add you’re getting on my last nerve.”  He was getting 

pissed and would have had her flattened on the ground if she’d been a man.
“Sorry about that, deputy,” said Frankie, using a tone that told the deputy she 

was anything but sorry.  "But my nerves are rather shot, too.
"You're the most stubborn, infuriating woman I've ever seen."
"And you are the most bull-headed jerk."
It was the last straw.  He jerked his seat back and hauled her over the 

console so she landed on his lap with a gasp.  She pushed against his chest to 
make some space between them.  She could feel the muscle definition beneath 
his shirt.  His pecs were as hard as rocks.

A current of lust shot through him and he pulled her into a kiss.  It was 
supposed to be a punishing kiss but once he tasted the blood from the cuts on 
her lips, he probed her mouth gently.  Her mouth felt hot, soft and very female. 
He wrapped his heavy arms around her to pull her closer.

<><><>

Warmth flowed through her blood and Frankie leaned into the kiss, winding 
her arms around his neck.  She couldn’t remember the last time a kiss felt this 
good.  She let her tongue flicker inside his mouth.  He moaned and pulled at her 



leg so that she sat straddling him.  Crap.  What was she doing?  What was she 
thinking?  She pulled her head back.  Their gazes locked and a spark of heat 
flashed between them.

“I think we should stop now, don’t you, Officer?”
“Nope, and I’m off-duty.”
She pushed herself back to the passenger seat.  “Oh, really?  So that threat 

earlier about arresting me was pretty much bullshit, right?”
“No more bullshit than the weak stories you’ve been giving me.”
She yanked open the truck door, jumped out, and slammed it soundly. 

Asshole.  He was an excellent example of why she didn’t date cops.  Bullshitting 
and downright lying came too damn easy for them.  Damn Lane Hansen anyway. 
And he better not tell his cop pals how someone got the drop on her in the field. 
Damn him.  And where did he learn to kiss like that, anyway?

She thought she would never find her car.  By the time she got to it, she was 
exhausted and cursed herself for parking it so far away.  What a crappy night and 
now she had to tell her boss just how badly she screwed up.  When he found out 
she’d let his suspect get away, he’d fire her, or worse.

<><><>

Lane Hansen watched her walk away, while pushing a couple of buttons on 
his cell phone.  “Hey, Sally, I heard you were working nights now.  Honey, I need 
a little favor.  Would you please get me all you can find on a P.I. named Frankie 
Douglas?”

<><><>



Chapter 8
Frankie sat in Mom’s Diner, staring at a breakfast menu and wondering why 

the service was so slow this morning.  She noticed a round table of five cops who 
were hooting and hollering about some joke one of them told.  At least she hoped 
it was a joke, and not a re-enactment of what happened to her the night before. 
What she wouldn’t do for a cup of hot coffee.  Where was a damn waitress, 
anyway?

Pulling a compact from her purse, she peered at herself in the small round 
mirror. Thanks to four hours of sleep, there were dark smudges under her eyes. 
She reached in her purse for a tube and smoothed cover-up cream on the dark 
areas.  Bless the lord for cover-up cream and matte makeup.  No one would 
even notice she’d gotten the crap beaten out of her the night before.  She’d 
loaded up on eye shadow, too, in purple like the shade the skin above her eye 
was turning.  Some cherry-red lip gloss and a couple layers of black mascara, 
and she was good to go.  All things considered, she looked pretty good, if she 
had to say so herself.

She checked her clothes, a black pant suit with a sexy ivory lace camisole 
peeking out.  Leopard patterned pumps with four inch heels completed her look. 
It was her good luck outfit.  Every time she wore it, good things happened.  She 
was going to need all the luck she could get when she met with Michael Brandt 
this morning.  How was she going to spin what happened last night?  How was 
she going to tell him the perp got away?

Finally, a waitress carrying a filled pot of hot coffee headed her way and 
Frankie turned her coffee mug over to be filled.

“Mornin’, darlin’.  Looks like you could use a little of this.”  She filled Frankie’s 
mug, grabbed a handful of creamer containers out of her pocket, tossed them on 
the table and turned to head back toward the kitchen.

“Hey, I know what I want to order,” called Frankie after her.  There was no 
way this waitress was getting out of her sight.

“Okay, I’m ready if you are.  We’re getting quite a crowd this morning.”  She 
set the coffee pot on the table and pulled out a small pad from her uniform.

“I’ll have scrambled eggs.  I don't want them runny but not dried out either, 
crispy bacon, but not cremated, and blueberry pancakes with a glass of 
chocolate milk.  And, please keep the coffee coming.”

“Got it.  Honey, do you want to add a bag of ice for that eye?”  She peered 
down at Frankie with wide eyes filled with sympathy.  “No need to be 
embarrassed.  It wasn’t that long ago, my prick ex-husband gave me a shiner just 
like that one.”

“No thanks.  Just the food and coffee.”  Well, so much for people not noticing. 
Shaking her head, she poured three containers of cream in her mug and stirred 
the dark liquid with a spoon.  She inhaled a calming breath, exhaled, and took 
her first sip, glancing around the room over the edge of the mug.

She took another sip and noticed a huge man wearing a deputy uniform walk 
in from the outside.  He talked a moment with the guys at the cop table, and then 
scanned the room as if looking for someone.  He appeared to target her, or 



maybe someone at a table behind her, and moved forward.  She grabbed a 
dessert menu and placed it over her face pretending to study it.

“Imagine meeting you here, Frankie.”  Lane Hansen pulled the menu out of 
her hands and tossed it on the table.  He dragged out the chair across from her 
and made himself comfortable.

“Why do I doubt this meeting is accidental?”  Damn, he was a giant.  He 
looked much bigger and scarier in the light of day.  He was a lot better-looking, 
too, with blue-gray eyes, lips firm and sensual.  His massive shoulders stretched 
the uniform shirt he wore.  Shit.  She certainly didn’t want to do the interrogation 
dance with him this early.  Especially when she had a meeting with Michael 
Brandt in an hour that she needed to mentally prepare for.

Two lithe, young waitresses popped out of the kitchen armed with filled 
coffee pots.  They appeared to be in the Olympics 800 meter sprint to see who 
could reach Lane Hansen’s table first.  The dark-haired waitress slid on the hard 
wood floor then skidded to a stop by Hansen first.  Giving the other waitress a 
victorious smile, she filled Hansen’s cup.  Frankie’s eyes squinted with irritation. 
She’d waited ten minutes to even be noticed.  

“Morning, Helen.  I’ll have my usual.  Also, would you do me a favor and 
bring me a plastic bag filled with ice for my friend here.”  Frankie glared at him as 
the waitress scurried back with his order.

“I don’t need ice and you are not my friend.”
He just stared at her, his eyes studying her face, then wander over the rest of 

her.  “You’re looking hot in that suit, Frankie.  I especially like those leopard 
shoes.  Your eye looks nasty, but the black and brown tones with the touch of 
eggplant does sort of pull the whole outfit together and makes it work.”

“Thanks for sharing, Mr. Gunn.  Heidi called to say you've been fired.” 
Though she used her most sarcastic tone, it seemed to have been lost on him. 
He was on a mission.  She could see it in his eyes.  Or maybe he wasn’t—
because right now his eyes were roaming over her in a way that was quite un-
deputy like.

“I’ve got something for you.”  
"Oh, I bet you do."
He reached into his pocket, and then slid her revolver across the table.  She 

grabbed it and slipped it in her black leather purse.  In a grating falsetto, he 
mimicked, “Thank you for finding it, Lane.  Oh, I noticed you cleaned it for me. 
Thank you so much.”

“Thanks.”  God, he was annoying.  And it wasn’t just because it was so early 
and she was on her first cup of coffee.

“I’ve got some questions for you.”  He paused for a second, then continued. 
“And if I don’t get some answers, I have no problem cuffing you and hauling your 
pretty little ass to the station to answer them.”

“I thought we finished this little talk last night.”  She shot one of her more 
dazzling smiles at him to distract him and seductively ran her finger across the 
lace of her camisole, revealing the swell of her breasts. It was worth a shot. 
When he just scowled, she shifted uncomfortably in her chair.



The dark-haired waitress returned with two platters of food and set them in 
front of the deputy.  She dropped a plastic bag filled with ice in front of Frankie. 

“Lane, just let me know if you need anything else.”   She leaned over the 
table, flashed Lane a wide smile and tapped on his napkin with her fingernail.

“Thanks, Sally.”  He pulled the paper napkin out from under the utensils, 
fanned it, and put it across his lap, failing to see the phone number printed in 
pencil.  Frankie rolled her eyes.

“Hungry?”  She jabbed at him. Who eats that much food?  Frankie gritted her 
teeth as her stomach growled.  Where was her food?

“Just worked out.  I’m starving.”  He dug in, scooping eggs and hash browns 
in his mouth before dipping his toast in the yolk.  He picked up a juicy piece of 
bacon and held it out to her.

She grabbed it, ripped off a piece, and shoved it in her mouth.  She leaned to 
look around him to see her waitress heading toward her.  Finally.

“Here, honey.  Sorry it took so long. Oh, I see you got some ice for your eye. 
You know you might want to lose some weight like I did.”

“What?”  Frankie looked down, scanning her body and certainly was not 
seeing any extra flab.

“Yeah, I lost about 200 pounds when I kicked out my ex.  No more black 
eyes for me.  You should do the same.”  Giving Frankie’s shoulder a little 
squeeze, she headed for the kitchen.  Hansen laughed.  She glared.

Frankie rubbed her temples with the tips of her fingers.  Her eye was starting 
to throb.  She rummaged in her purse until she found an Advil in her makeup 
bag.

“You owe me a piece of bacon.”   His eyes glittered with amusement.
Could he be any more annoying?  Frankie popped the Advil in her mouth, 

washing it down with chocolate milk.  She placed a piece of bacon on his plate, 
then focused on her food.  She hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon.  She 
poured syrup on the pancakes, and then absently licked her sticky fingers.  She 
noted his eyes widen.  She’d seen that look before and knew exactly what it was 
and how it might work to her advantage in the little interrogation she was sure he 
planned.

Famished, she shoveled in her food.  When she finished, she sighed, and 
leaned back against the seat and stared at Lane Hansen who was staring back 
at her.

He reached in his back pocket and pulled out a small plastic bag and slid it 
across the table.  Inside were several cigarette butts.

“Where did you get those?”
“I waited until it was light then I searched the field where I found you.”
“Is collecting litter in your job description?  That’s so very Boy Scout of you.” 

Panic filled her with tiny pin pricks of fear.  Crap.  Michael Brandt was going to kill 
her.  Those cigarettes were probably smoked by the bastard watching Anne 
Mason’s house, who was probably the perp who killed the Mitchell girl and 
wanted to do the same to Anne.  Her pulse leapt.  She couldn’t interfere with an 



active investigation.  She knew that much.  She also couldn’t reveal that Michael 
hired her.

“You can save the smartass remarks.  Who’d you fight with in the field last 
night?”

“He didn’t introduce himself, and oh, I'm sorry, I didn't get his business card.” 
She avoided his fierce glare by looking at what was left of her food.  She pushed 
her plate away.  She’d lost her appetite.

“How about we make a little trade?”
“What kind of trade did you have in mind?”  Her eyes narrowed with distrust. 

She hadn’t forgotten that kiss in his truck.  She’d kissed him back, which was a 
colossal mistake that was not to be repeated.  So if he was suggesting some kind 
of sexual trade, he was going to be disappointed.

“See that table filled with cops up front?  They’re buddies of mine.  I bet 
they’d enjoy a good story about a certain female P.I., with Army Sharpshooter 
badges no less, who not only lost her gun but got her ass kicked last night.  You 
know, the upside to a story like that is the guys would get a good laugh out of it. 
But the downside is what it could do to said P.I.'s future business.”

Her blood pounded; her face grew hot with humiliation.  Her eyes flicked from 
the cops then back to him.  He leaned back, eyebrows raised with a smirk 
crossing his face.

“You bastard. How do I know you’ll hold up your part of the bargain?”
“You’re going to have to trust me.  Just like I’m going to have to trust you’re 

telling me the truth.”
“What if there are other things I’d need in addition . . .”
“Like what?”
“You leave my name out of this.  You submit your evidence.  You found it. 

You can use the story that you heard something in the field and figured someone 
was watching the house besides you.”

“No can do.  I’m not going to lie.  What else?”
“You don’t ask me who I’m working for.”
“Agreed.”
She peered down at contents of the plastic bag, lifted her head and gazed at 

him.  “If there is DNA on these cigarette butts and the perp is in the database, 
you may be the guy who busts the Rachel Mitchell investigation wide open.  Of 
course, you’re going to have to link the guy to the murder.  From what I hear, 
they didn’t find any DNA at the scene.”

“It’d be a damn good start.”  He paused for a moment.  “You saw him, didn’t 
you?  We need a good description.”

“I didn’t get a good look at him.  He was about twenty feet from me when I 
noticed him.  He wore a hooded, generic gray sweatshirt.  He was watching the 
house with binoculars.  I tried to take him from behind, but he knocked me down 
and I lost my gun.  You know the rest.”

"You're a damn fool for taking him on by yourself."
"I had a gun."
"Yeah, and a lot of good it did you.  You're lucky he didn't shoot you with it."



"Oh, that is rich . . ." Frankie's blood boiled with indignation.  "This 
conversation is over."  She grabbed her stuff and started to leave.

Lane motioned for her to sit down.  "Alright, I'm sorry, that was out of line." 
He gave her a moment to cool down.  "Think about it, was there anything special 
about him?"

 “You mean besides the fact he’s got a hell of a right hook?  No, not really. 
He’s not much taller than me, has a wiry build, and he’s white.  Not much to go 
on. I don’t think he was armed or I'm sure he would have shot me.  If you hadn’t 
shown up, I would have followed him to his car to try to get a make, model and 
license number.”

“Sorry I spoiled that for you.  I probably saved your P.I. ass.  It’s not like he 
hasn’t killed before.”  

"My, my, my."  Frankie spoke with an overdone southern accent, fanning 
herself with her hand.  "Why, I’ll be forever in your debt, Deputy Hansen.” She 
fumed as she reached for her leather purse. “Thanks for the stimulating breakfast 
conversation.  Too bad I have to go.”

He grabbed her arm, pushing her back in her chair.  “Where are you going to 
be if I have more questions?”  He made no effort to remove his hand from her 
arm.

“Around.”  She pulled her arm out of his grip and said, “I suggest you keep 
your part of the bargain.”

Frankie pressed a twenty-dollar bill on the table, glared at him one more 
time, then strode to the door.  She couldn’t get out of Mom’s Diner fast enough.

<><><>

Frankie sat across from Michael Brandt’s desk, watching his face and waiting 
for an explosion, the seismic kind.  She’d confessed, telling him the entire story 
with nothing left out.  She was so nervous she abandoned her original plan of 
spinning the details.  She'd always been a terrible liar.

“So Hansen has the cigarette butts and you gave him a description?” 
Michael asked.

“Yes, sir.”  Shifting a bit in her chair, she cleared her throat.
“Good job.”  
“What did you say?”  Frankie couldn’t have heard him correctly.
“Good job.  Thanks to you, we’re one step closer to nabbing this guy than we 

were yesterday this time.”  
“But he got away . . .”
“And you tried to stop him.  Good job.  We’ll get him, Frankie.  Don’t be so 

hard on yourself.”
<><><>

She was still shaking her head in disbelief on how well the meeting went 
when she reached the sidewalk.  She pulled out her cell to check for messages 
as she walked.  One text message was from her partner, Ted.  All was quiet at 



Golden Acres Farm.  He’d slapped a GPS device on the frame beneath Anne’s 
car so her movements could be tracked on their computers or cell phones. 
Mission accomplished.

She checked her watch.  If she hurried, she had time to get some paperwork 
and calls completed in her office before she started her shift at Golden Acres 
Farm.  Once she turned the corner, she immediately noticed Deputy Lane 
Hansen leaning against the back of her red sports car.

“Ever heard of the stalking law, Deputy?”
“Nice car.  P.I. business must be lucrative.”  He grinned, enjoying her 

annoyed expression. 
“Why are you here?”
“I need for you to provide an official statement about what happened last 

night.”  He held up some paperwork between two fingers giving her one of his be-
very-intimidated looks.

“If you think you’re taking me to the station to fill out that form, you’re badly 
mistaken.  I’m busy.  Damn it.  I'm tired and my face hurts.”  His bossy attitude 
and glares were starting to piss her off.  He needed to take her off his speed dial 
for threats and other miscellaneous crap.  She crossed her arms over her 
breasts; her eyes glittered with annoyance.

<><><>

“Calm down, Frankie.  Isn’t your office near here on Carrolton Street?  We 
can go there.”  He watched her face as one eyebrow rose.  He knew she was 
wondering how he knew where her office was.  She didn’t need to know about 
the report he’d had run on her.

Brushing past him, Frankie got in the car.  The passenger door immediately 
flew open and Hansen got in.  He jerked a lever to move the seat back as far as 
it would go to make room for his huge frame.  “Thanks for the ride.”

She rolled her eyes and shifted the gear to drive and headed toward her 
office.  “Has anyone told you that you’re very annoying?”

“Nope.”  Actually, his female cousins told him that all the time.  Not that he 
planned to tell her.

“Let me be the first.”
"Has anyone told you that you're beautiful?"
Outwardly, Frankie's expression didn't change, but inwardly her libido was 

doing a little happy dance.  He called her beautiful.
He checked her out while her attention was on the road.  She rolled the 

windows down, letting fresh air wash through the car.  The breeze picked up 
tendrils of her long, blonde hair, pulling them out the window. She was definitely 
hot, and why hadn’t he noticed her long legs before now?  He liked her leopard 
shoes with the ‘fuck me’ heels.  Suddenly he had a vision of making love with a 
naked Frankie wearing only the leopard heels.  The resulting jolt of lust reminded 
him how long it had been since he’d been with a woman.  Too damn long.

Placing his arm across the back of her seat, he noted that she shifted 
uncomfortably as he ran his thumb down her neck.  Something about him put her 



on edge.  He thought about the kiss they’d shared the night before.  She’d tasted 
as hot and sweet as she looked.  He remembered how surprised he was when 
she kissed him back.  Maybe that kiss was what made her so antsy around him. 
He hoped so.  He hoped he was getting to her as badly as she was getting to 
him.

Frankie pulled up to her building, jumped out of the car, and went inside.  He 
was on her heels right back to her office, ignoring her secretary who tried to get 
him to wait in reception.  Yeah, right.  He looked around her office.  It was classy 
with padded leather chairs and a long glass desk with chrome legs.  There was a 
window behind her desk, covered with wooden shutters.  He leaned against a 
wall to look at several framed marksmanship medals and a couple of news 
articles about her business.

Ignoring him, Frankie pulled up her email on the computer and started 
scrolling through messages.  He pushed the paperwork in front of her and 
refused to leave until she completed it.

<><><>

Anne, Hank and Dan Wright stood on the front porch watching as the first 
escort car and semi-truck passed the house, carrying a huge blade needed to 
build one of eighty wind turbines on her twenty acres.  It was more than 120 feet 
long and weighed seven tons.  Dan estimated another semi with the second 
blade would be passing the house within the hour.  Once all components arrived 
and were erected, each wind turbine would be around 300 feet tall.  Anne 
thought of the first wind turbine she’d seen.  It was a surreal steel monster with 
massive blades slicing the air in a serene, grassy hillside where a herd of cattle 
grazed.

Ink was dry on the contract and Hank’s team had tilled the fields and built 
service roads that led to each plot of their new twenty-acre wind farm.  Soon 
they’d be generating energy.

“I’m going to head over to the site.  I’m hoping that all of the components will 
arrive within the next few weeks and we can start construction.  I’ll keep you 
updated,” said Dan.  “Next time I see you both, I’ll have a bottle of champagne 
with me so we can toast our new partnership.”

<><><>

After Dan left, Anne walked Hank to his truck and watched him toss his blue 
duffle bag in the back. 

“I’ll call you when I get to Jasper County.”
“That’d be great.” Anne said.
“I hate to be away from Golden Acres right now.”
“No worries," said Anne, "We’re kicking off a new business and you’re 

needed to learn as much as possible from the farmers who are already wind 
farming.  We can learn from their successes and failures.”



Hank hesitated, leaning against the truck.  “Maybe I should postpone this trip, 
considering everything that's going on.”

“No, Hank.  I need you to go.  Things will be fine here.  I hired Deputy 
Hansen and I have my Glock.”

He paused for a moment then climbed into the truck.  “I’ll call.”

<><><>

Anne went into the house and up to her study to work on her computer.  She 
thought the house was too quiet without Daisy and Harley.  She answered a few 
emails, ordered flowers to be sent to the Mitchell family, and worked for a couple 
of hours to put finishing touches on a software design.

It was mid-afternoon when she heard the sound of shrill sirens cut through 
the quiet of the house like a knife.  She moved to her bedroom window to see 
three deputy sheriff cars and an ambulance blaze past the house.  A helicopter 
buzzed overhead.  Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket.

“Anne, this is Dan.”
“Hi, Dan.  What’s up?”  She could hear a strain in his voice.  Something was 

wrong.
“I think you better come to the construction site.  I’m here now.”
“Is something wrong?”
“I had to call the sheriff, Anne.  Please drive over here so I can talk to you in 

person.”
She rushed to her SUV and raced down the road.  By the time she reached 

the construction site, she noticed flashing lights atop the police and emergency 
vehicles and deputies setting up barricades to block the service road.  She 
passed an officer carrying crime scene tape.  Parking on the side of the road, she 
searched on foot for Dan.

She saw him about twenty feet ahead, talking with the sheriff.  He was 
pointing to something to his left.  As she drew closer, he noticed her and moved 
toward her.  Nervously, she ran her tongue across her dry lips.  Icy fear twisted 
around her heart.  Please God, no.  “Please don’t let this be what I think it is,” she 
prayed.  "I don't think I can take it again."

When Dan reached her, he clutched Anne’s arms to stop her from going 
closer.  He used his body to block her vision of the area near the sheriff. 

Her eyes were wide and watery as she searched his face, fearing what he 
would say.  She began to shake as fearful images formed in her mind.

“Anne, let’s walk back to your car to talk.”
“No.  Tell me here and now.”   She gazed at Dan.  His facial muscles were 

strained and he looked as if he were afraid to tell her what he needed to say.  His 
fingers still clutched her arms and had tightened so much her arms started to 
ache. 

“Anne, we found . . .”
A sound diverted their attention and they turned to see a silver truck 

careening down the road, wheels spitting gravel, creating huge clouds of dust. 



Several deputies shouted and waved their arms, directing the driver to halt.  The 
truck skidded to a stop.  A man jumped out, pushed past the deputies, and ran 
toward Dan and Anne, calling her name.  Michael?

She stared at him, not noticing the tears streaming down her face.  No.  She 
shook her head.  No, this cannot be happening again.  No.  This was a nightmare 
and she would wake up soon.  Nausea rushed to her throat, and then everything 
swirled around her.  She felt the blackness closing in and fell to the ground.

<><><>

The rocking back and forth was soothing and she imagined being held in her 
grandmother’s arms as a child.  Why was there so much pain in her head?  The 
rocking felt so good; surely it would make the pain go away.  Something cool 
touched her forehead.  Someone called her name.  Grandma?  She felt wet tears 
sliding out of her eyes and down her cheeks.  Why was she crying?  Why was 
she shivering?  Her eyes were so heavy, but she had to open them to see who 
was calling her name.

When she was finally able to open her eyes, everything was spinning and it 
was hard to focus.

<><><>

“Anne?”  His voice was low and filled with concern.
“Michael?  You’re not supposed to be here,” she whispered.
He laughed softly with relief and pulled her closer.  She was conscious.  He 

rocked her gently back and forth on the sofa, planting soft kisses on her hair and 
face.  “Are you okay, honey?”

 “What happened?  Where am I?”  Anne asked.
“You passed out and now you’re home.”  Michael scanned her face and saw 

the same wild look in her eyes he’d seen after the carjacking.  She was in shock.
“No.  I don’t faint.  Never have.”
She was shivering again, so he covered her with a soft throw he found 

tossed across the arm of the sofa.  He glanced at the fire dying down to embers 
in the fireplace and made a mental note to get more firewood when he could.

“Where’s Dan?  He wants to tell me something.”
“It can wait.”
“Dan called me,” she remembered.  “He asked me to come to the 

construction site.  Something happened.  Something bad.”
“Honey, it can wait.  Let’s get you checked out by a doctor.”
“No.  I don’t need a doctor.  I feel better.  Let me sit up.”
His phone vibrated and Michael pulled it out of his jacket pocket.
“Brandt.  Just a second.”  He turned to Anne.  “I need to take this.  Are you 

going to be okay?”
“Yes, of course.  I'm fine.”
He stood, stared down at her for a moment, and then walked into the dining 

room.  He was talking softly and she strained to listen.



“Don’t worry about the search warrant.  I caught Judge Anderson at the 
courthouse and he’s already signed it.  Go ahead and send in the crime scene 
techs.”

<><><>

Search warrant?  Crime scene techs?  It had happened again.  This wasn’t a 
nightmare.  It was real.  Another body had been found on her land and it was her 
fault.  He was sending a message to her.  Another gift?  Another victim?

Anne knew with chilling and absolute certainty she was next.

<><><>

Three deputy cars whizzed past Frankie near the farm when she arrived to 
relieve Ted, and she realized shit had hit the fan.  She saw flashing lights in the 
distance and aimed her car toward them.  She passed Anne’s house, noticing 
Michael’s truck, but did not see Hansen’s.  She continued until she reached a 
deputy standing next to a barricade that crossed the road.  In the distance, there 
were flashing lights and people scurrying about.  The deputy moved toward her 
car.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I’ve going to have to ask you to turn around.  You can’t 
go beyond this point.”

Frankie eyed the young deputy thoughtfully, and then climbed out of her car, 
fully aware he was checking her out.  She was wearing a tight turtleneck with 
black jeans and the leopard print pumps.  Her work clothes were still in her trunk. 
Pulling a tube of red gloss from her purse, she ran it across her lips.

“I don’t think we’ve met, deputy,” she purred.  “My name is Frankie Hansen. 
You may know my brother, Lane.”  She said as she beamed her most dazzling 
smile at him.

“I didn’t know Lane had a sister.”
“He does and I’m it.  I’m studying at the police academy so I can be a deputy 

someday like Lane.”
“That’s great.  My name is Ed Smith.”
“Good to meet you, Ed.  I heard what happened.  When did it go down?”
“The body was found around 3:00 o’clock.  We were called shortly after. 

Crime scene techs are in there now.”
“Know who it is?”
“Just know it’s another young female like the last one.  They just took her to 

the coroner.”
“Thanks, Ed.”  She got back in her car, threw the gear in reverse and turned 

around.  Holy shit.  Another murder?  Another body found on Golden Acres 
Farm. Anne Mason must be freaking out.

Slowing her car down when she reached Anne’s house, she gazed down the 
long lane.  Hansen's truck was now in the driveway and he was standing on the 
porch talking with Michael.  She drove ahead to hide her car in the wooded area 
near the cornfield.  She opened the trunk, pulled on a black thermal hoodie and 



camouflage pants over her turtleneck and jeans. She tossed her pumps in the 
trunk and put on a pair of socks, then her boots.  Unzipping her backpack, she 
fished out her holster, and she pulled out her Glock 23, .40 caliber automatic 
hand gun.  She tossed in an extra magazine and tucked the gun in her holster. 
She threw the backpack over her shoulder, slammed the trunk, and then entered 
the field.

Frankie crept slowly through the corn row, consistently looking in each 
direction to see if she had company again tonight.  She was ready for him.  She 
was up for kicking some sick killer ass.  She’d have no problem shooting him, 
either.  Frankie did a belly crawl until she reached a good spot to watch the 
house, and then she pulled out her binoculars.  An ambulance was parked in the 
driveway now.  Michael Brandt was on the porch talking with a couple of EMTs 
who looked like they were ready to leave.  Once they boarded the ambulance, 
she pulled out her cell phone.

“Michael, this is Frankie.  What’s going on?”
“Where are you?” asked Michael.
“Field.”
“You know about the body?”
“Yes, sir.  How is Ms. Mason?”
“She’s better.  I just had her looked over by a couple of EMTs.”
“Any new instructions for me?”
“No, just keep your eyes peeled tonight.  This sick fuck is going to try to get 

to her. It may not be tonight.  There’s too much activity.  But soon.”
“Yes, sir.”
Frankie tucked the cell phone in the backpack and focused her binoculars 

back on the house.  She saw Hansen doing a survey of the perimeter, pausing to 
check windows and doors as he went.  She pulled a ham sandwich and a can of 
Red Bull out of her bag.  It was going to be a long night.

<><><>

In the kitchen, Anne poured hot water into a mug then dunked a chamomile 
teabag.  She stirred with a spoon until the liquid darkened, added a dollop of 
honey, and then tossed the bag in the waste can.  Picking up the mug, she 
walked to the living room and sat next to the fireplace to watch the fire Michael 
built.  The flames licked the logs in red, yellow and blue flickering hues.  Michael 
was on the porch talking on his cell phone.  Anne didn’t look forward to yet 
another difficult conversation they would have when he came in.

She wondered how and when the killer would contact her.  Would he send 
another note?  Would he call her?  Would he try to break into her house to get to 
her?

Michael had told her the body Dan found was a young female.  Her mind 
went to the dead girl’s family who were about to experience the horror and 
anguish that accompanies losing a loved one who died too young in such a 



violent way.  Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself and moved closer 
to the fire for warmth.

She heard the front door open and watched Michael come in with an armful 
of firewood.  He placed it in the wood tray near the fireplace.  He poked at the fire 
a bit, added a log and then gazed at her.  She hated that he was looking at her 
with such concern in his eyes.

“Are you okay?”
“Yes.  Please stop asking me.”
“Okay.”
“You look tired, Michael.  You should go home soon.”  His expression 

darkened, just as she knew it would.  He was just as stubborn as she was.  If the 
situation was reversed, she would probably behave the same way.  But she’d 
make him leave anyway.

He gazed at her a moment, then said, “I’m not tired.  In fact, I’m thinking 
about getting my briefcase out of my truck and tackling the stack of work in there. 
Is it okay if I use your computer again?”

“Nice try.  You’re not staying.  There is a deputy parked outside.  All the 
windows and doors are locked.  I’m fine.”

“I’m staying,” he insisted.
“Michael, we’ve already discussed this.”
“No, you discussed it.”
“How badly do you want this killer to be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the 

law so that he can never hurt another human being?”  Anne asked.
“I think you know how much.  I’d like to tear him apart with my bare hands.”
“Then we agree.  You can’t stay here with me.  You cannot risk being 

accused by some defense attorney of letting your personal relationships impact 
your professional judgment.”

“Anne . . .”
“A lot of people are counting on you to put this guy away—including me.”
“Will you promise to call me if you need me?”
“Absolutely. I promise.”
“There’s something I need to do before I go.”  He went to his truck, and 

returned holding an electric drill and something in a brown paper bag.  He pulled 
a deadbolt lock out of the bag and then proceeded to install it on the front door.

<><><>

Frankie pulled the hood up to cover her head and watched Michael’s truck 
lights as they disappeared into the night.  She was still curious about what he 
had going with Anne Mason, but it was none of her business.  She needed to 
drop it.

The wind was picking up and she could feel the temperature dropping as the 
TV weather guy said it would.  She was glad she packed an extra thermos of 
espresso.  Thank goodness for Starbucks.



She heard rustling movement behind her and stiffened.  She focused her 
binoculars to the left then the right.  Nothing.

Focusing back on the house, she saw that Anne’s bedroom light was the only 
one on now.  The moon moved behind a cloud so the yard was dark and hard to 
see, even with her binoculars.  Frankie planned to switch to her brand-new night-
vision pair soon.  She’d splurged on a pair of waterproof and fog-proof night-
vision binoculars with a 200-yard detection range last Christmas.  Tonight would 
be her first chance to use them.

Frankie was digging in her backpack to find them when a very large man 
dropped down in the corn row next to her and soundly popped her on the butt. 
She immediately reached for her gun, but his hand clamped down on hers, 
squeezing tight.

<><><>

“Are you out here stargazing again?”  Deputy Lane Hansen’s smile stretched 
across his face.  He was proud of himself.  He hadn’t done a stealthy Army low 
crawl in quite a while and this one was definitely a success.  Frankie had no clue 
he’d been watching her for fifteen minutes before he made his move.  She almost 
jumped out of her skin when he landed beside her.

“You touch my butt again and you’re going to be the one seeing stars.”
“You pose as my sister again and you’re going to get more than a pop on the 

butt.  What did you say to Ed?  He asked me for your number.”
Shrugging a shoulder, she arched an eyebrow and asked, "Aren't you 

supposed to be doing surveillance closer to the house?  Doing it at your truck up 
near the barn sounds like a good idea.”

“Why?  I just walked the perimeter.  I don’t want the perp to see me in the 
truck and get scared off.  I want him to get brave and try something so I can 
catch his ass.”

“Well, that’s something we can agree on.”
"Besides, you need somebody watching your back.  You didn't hear me 

coming.  If I had been the killer, I could have dropped you like a fly."  He taunted.
"Could not."
"Could, too!"
"Whatever."  Knowing he was right was one thing.  Admitting it was another.
"You could say 'thank you'."
"Not gonna happen."

<><><>

“What’s in the backpack?”
“Just some P.I. tools and some personal girly stuff.  Nothing you’d be 

interested in.”  She shoved it a little farther away from his reach, hoping he would 
be put off by the mention of girly stuff.

He reached across her to grab the backpack, his hard body pinning her to 
the ground.  Frankie wiggled to get him off but he just laughed until he was able 



to pull the bag across her back.  He unzipped it and rummaged around while 
dodging her attempts to grab it back.  He pulled out a thermos.

“What’s in here?”  He twisted off the top, found two plastic cups in the bag, 
and then poured some steamy brew in both.  He handed a cup to her, and then 
swallowed a mouthful. "If this is girly stuff, you can powder my cheeks and call 
me Shirley.  Excellent."  He took another sip, "Ahhh," he moaned.  "It’s Espresso. 
You’ve got good taste, Frankie.  Starbucks?  Double shot?”

<><><>

Trying to ignore him, she sipped the Starbucks Espresso with a double shot 
as she focused her binoculars on the house.  Deputy Lane Hansen had to be the 
most infuriating man in the world, possibly the universe.  In no time, she heard 
him digging around in the backpack again.

“Oh, these are sweet.”
She turned to see him holding her brand-new waterproof and fog-proof night-

vision binoculars with 200-yard detection range up to his eyes.  Damn it.
“Can you be any more freaking annoying?”
“Annoying?  As I recall, you kissed me back last night.”  He said as he put 

the binoculars down for a moment to gaze at her.
“No, I didn’t.  Don’t be ridiculous.”  It was a lie, but she could tell he wasn’t as 

certain that she kissed him back as he was trying to sound.
“You just keep telling yourself that.”  He smirked then went back to the 

binoculars.
Suddenly, he bopped her on the arm.  “Holy shit.  Look at the back door.  Do 

you see what I see?”
“Goddamn it.  He’s working on the lock.  Run!”
Frankie jumped to her feet and ran at full sprint, her feet kicking up clods of 

dirt in the field as she went.  Hansen passed her once they hit the front yard and 
raced to the back of the house.

By the time she reached the back door, it was wide open and Hansen was 
somewhere inside.  The back porch light was broken, the fragments of glass 
crunching under her boots as she moved forward.  She pulled out a small 
flashlight along with her Glock.  She held the gun in her right hand, the flashlight 
in her left making a V with her arms extended.  Inside the kitchen, she swept the 
flashlight back and forth.  Clear.  She was almost to the front of the house, when 
she heard a scuffle upstairs.  Damn.  Anne’s bedroom was upstairs.

“Hansen? Hansen! Where are you?” she whispered.  No response.  Still 
holding the flashlight and gun in position, she slowly crept up the stairs.  Once 
she reached the top, she saw Hansen lying on the floor in the hallway.  She ran 
to him, running the flashlight over his body checking for injuries.

“Lane!  Talk to me.”  A part of her expected him to grab her and say 
"Gotcha."  Instead, he groaned and lay motionless.  She reached for his wrist 
and could feel a pulse.  She used the flashlight to look for injuries again.  It was 
then she noticed several circular marks on his neck.  Shit.  The perp has a stun 



gun and he'd jabbed Hansen with it more than once. He lay unable to move, his 
muscles jerking and disabled from the shock.

She heard the back door slam and raced down the back stairs, taking them 
two at a time until she reached the kitchen.  Rushing out the back door, she 
could see the perp running in the distance.

"Stop!" she screamed.  Frankie lifted her arms, aimed and shot above his 
head.  He kept running.

Frankie hurried after him.  If she couldn’t catch up with him, he'd reach the 
cornfield and she'd lose him.  He was almost there.  Too late.  She watched him 
disappear amid the tall stalks in the field.

She returned to the house.  Where was Anne Mason?  She crept back up the 
stairs.  There was a light shining beneath the door of the first room.  She twisted 
the door knob.  It was locked.

“Anne, are you in there?”  She waited a few seconds, but there was no 
answer.

“Anne, I’m here to help you.  I need you to slowly open your door and let me 
see you’re all right.”  She kept her gun and flashlight pointed at the door.  She 
could not be certain who was inside.  “Anne, can you hear me?”

Frankie looked down the hall.  Hansen was sitting up now and cursing.  She 
looked at the door again.  “Anne, you’re safe.  I’m here to help you.  I am going to 
open your door now.  I need to see that you are okay.”  She leaned in to listen. 
There were still no sounds coming from the room.

“Anne, please unlock the door.  I’m here to help you.”
Click.
Slowly Frankie twisted the doorknob, and then pushed on the door until she 

could see Anne standing next to her bed, holding what looked to be a pink Glock 
that was aimed at her chest.

“Anne, my name is Frankie.  You can trust me.  I need you to lay your gun on 
the bed.”  She used her calmest voice although her heart was in her throat.  Fear 
made people do stupid things with guns.

“He was here, wasn’t he?  He’s going to kill me.  Where is he now?”  Her 
eyes were wide but her expression was now more anger than fear.

“Anne, he got away.  Did you hear the gunshot?  That was me.  But he got 
away.  You don’t need your gun now.  Please lay it on the bed.”

“Who are you?”  Anne searched Frankie’s face, still holding onto the gun.
“I am a deputy with the Sheriff's Department,” she lied.  “I need for you to lay 

down your gun so I can help my partner.  He’s injured.”
Anne nodded and placed the gun on her bed and Frankie raced to Hansen’s 

side.
“Do you want me to help you stand up?”  She reached for his arm but he 

pushed her away.
“No.”  He pulled himself up, leaned against the wall and began to rub the 

muscles in his arms and legs.  “That prick is going down.”
"Good thing I had your back, huh?"  Frankie teased.



“Should I call for an ambulance?”  With cell phone in hand, Anne watched 
them from the doorframe of her room.

“Hansen, give me your wrist so I can take your pulse.”
He leaned down next to Frankie's ear and whispered.  “Are you trying to play 

doctor with me?”  He rested his hand on the small of her back.  "I might need a 
little mouth-to-mouth resuscitation."

Frankie glared up him, and then noticed Anne watching them at the other 
end of the hall.  She raised her voice so Anne would hear. “Deputy Hansen, it 
looks like you’re going to be all right.”  She gently pushed him away.

“Anne, I need for you to go back in your bedroom and lock the door while I 
check the downstairs.  Deputy Hansen will stay here, and I’ll be right back.”

With gun in hand, she headed down the front stairs and checked each room 
until she reached the kitchen.  She pulled the back door closed and checked the 
lock.  It was still operational.  The perp probably used a credit card to open it. 
She was on her way back upstairs to talk to Anne when she noticed the white 
envelope with Anne’s name written in large block letters in the middle of the 
kitchen table.  She froze.

<><><>



Chapter 9
“Don’t touch it!”
Startled, Frankie whirled around to see Anne Mason and Deputy Hansen in 

the doorframe.  She watched Anne move to a kitchen drawer to pull out a plastic 
bag and a pair of latex gloves.  She slipped the gloves over her hands and lifted 
the flap of the envelope.  She retrieved the folded paper inside and laid it flat on 
the table.

If you think I can’t get to you, think again.
There’s nothing that will stop me from killing you.  Nothing, bitch.
I’m looking forward to savoring the moment you gasp your last breath.
You won’t get away from me again.  We’ll have our private party.

By the way, what did you think of my latest gift?

Anne read the note again, fear and anger knotting inside her.  Getting away 
again?  Private party?  Weren’t those the words her carjacker used in August? 
Christ.  Had he been trying to get to her since August?  Had he followed her 
here?  The thought tore at her insides.

Anne slipped the note back into the envelope then inserted it into the plastic 
bag and placed it back on the table. Pushing past Hansen, she climbed the stairs 
up to her room.  She needed a new plan and she needed one fast.

Frankie watched Hansen pull a cell phone out of his pocket and push some 
buttons. He moved toward the front porch and she called after him.  “Are you 
calling this in?”

When he nodded, she pulled out her own cell phone, rushed out the back 
door and headed for the field to collect her things.  She had her own call to make 
and that was to Michael Brandt.

<><><>

By the time Michael reached Anne's house, five deputy cars and the crime 
scene investigation van were parked in the driveway.  Flashing lights danced on 
the front lawn and house.

He joined Deputy Hansen and Sheriff Miller, who stood on the front porch 
talking.  Crime scene tape lined the railings of the porch and rustled in the wind. 
He could hear a buzz of activity within the house.  Where was Anne?

“Just tell me everything you remember about what happened.”  Sheriff Miller 
pulled a pen and a small pad of paper out his pocket and prepared to write.

“I didn’t see him in the upstairs hallway.  The bastard jumped me with a stun 
gun and got away.”  Hansen ran his fingers through his hair.  Christ, he was an 
idiot.  How the hell did this happen?  His chances at that detective promotion 
were blown for sure—high test score or not.

“What did he look like?”  Sheriff Miller glanced at Michael, then returned to 
Hansen.



“I know he was wearing a ski mask, but it happened so fast, I can’t tell you 
what else.  Wait a minute.  He was wearing gloves.”

Michael glared at the deputy.  Exactly how in the hell does a perp get past an 
armed deputy and a P.I., jimmy the back door open, overpower the deputy, who 
is the size of a barn, with a damn stun gun, then avoid getting shot by an Army- 
trained sharpshooter?  He shook his head in disgust.  He wanted to hit 
something or someone.

Michael was angry, but also felt an overpowering sense of guilt that he hadn’t 
taken the time to install a deadbolt lock on the back door along with the front.  He 
shared part of the blame for this fiasco.  And what in the hell was taking so long 
for the security equipment to be installed?  He made a mental note to ream Rick 
Davies.

“This perp’s got balls coming back here after what happened last night.” 
Sheriff Miller chomped on a piece of gum as he closed the notepad and pushed it 
in his pants pocket.

“He probably noticed the lack of law enforcement at the house,” Michael said, 
not caring that it came out as an accusation.

“You can keep your damn finger-pointing to yourself.”  Sheriff Miller’s 
reaction was explosive and swift; his eyes bulged and his frown deepened.

Michael ignored his outburst and watched as eight or nine deputies armed 
with flashlights entered the cornfield.  Frankie should be long gone by now.  He’d 
sent her home for the rest of the night.

“What are they doing?”  He asked.
“They’re doing a grid search.  We might get lucky and find he’s still out there. 

If not, he may have dropped something that could lead us to him.”  Hansen 
answered.

Michael nodded and noticed Sheriff Miller was still glaring at him.
“What are you doing here anyway?” The sheriff eyed him suspiciously. 

“You’re not a cop anymore, Brandt.  You need to back off and leave this 
investigation to the investigators.  We’ll bring you what you need to prosecute.”

“I’m here in case any additional warrants are needed,” he lied.  It was none of 
Sheriff Miller’s business that he was here to see Anne.  He scowled at him, then 
eyed the crime scene tape on the front door.  “Can I go inside?”

“No.  The crime scene techs are dusting for fingerprints in the hallway on the 
second floor and the back door.  Doubt if they find anything though since the 
bastard was wearing gloves.  At any rate, they don’t want you or anyone else 
tramping around in their crime scene corrupting any possible evidence.”

Michael stepped off the porch before he lost his temper and punched an 
armed law enforcement officer.  He got in his truck and pretended to be looking 
for something in the glove box.

A crime scene technician announced they were finished and were heading 
back to the lab.

“Come on Hansen, let’s go interview our witness.”  Sheriff Miller and Hansen 
headed to the back of the house and entered through the kitchen door.  Michael 
was close behind.



A second crime scene tech was holding out his mug as Anne filled it with hot 
coffee.  He took a sip and watched her as she dumped more coffee in the coffee 
maker and flipped the switch.

It was going to be a long night and Anne was bone-tired.  She was also sick 
of the commotion and take-over of her home that was now outlined with crime 
scene tape. What happened to the home that was to be her oasis?  It seemed 
like a long, long time ago when she’d packed up her things and moved to the 
country for some privacy, peace and quiet.  Things certainly hadn’t turned out 
how she planned.  But then, life seldom did.

She pulled coffee mugs out for the sheriff and Deputy Hansen from the 
cabinet.  She’d seen Michael’s truck in the driveway and wondered where he 
was.

“Did you guys get any prints?” asked Hansen.
“We got some, but they may not belong to the perp," the crime scene tech 

said.  "We’ll let you know.”
The tech scanned the room, zeroed in on the note in the plastic bag, and 

leaned across the kitchen table to retrieve it.
“Hey, let me copy the note before you take it.”  Hansen pulled out his pad 

and pen out of his pocket and started writing.  He also snapped a picture with the 
camera on his cell phone.

When he finished, he handed the note to the crime tech, who tucked it in his 
bag along with his camera, then headed for their van.

“Let’s talk about the note, Ms. Mason.  We could use your take on it.”  Sheriff 
Miller watched her as she slid a mug of hot coffee to him, then to Hansen.

“I know who wrote the note,” she said, noting their surprised expressions.
“Are you saying you know who the perp is?”  Hansen asked.
“No, but I think the man who carjacked me in August is the same one who 

wrote the note.”
“Why do you think that?” asked Sheriff Miller.
“Read the fourth line.  He says I won’t get away from him again.  That refers 

to the night he carjacked my car.  He told me that night he had a private party 
planned for the two of us.  He would have killed me in August had I not driven 
into a tree.”

“If you’re right, we’re talking about a guy with some long-term anger.  Who do 
you know that would be that pissed off at you?”  Sheriff Miller focused his usual 
scowl at her.

“I can’t think of anyone.”  Anne shrugged her shoulders.  Who would be so 
angry with her that he'd want her dead?

“I can.  Your ex had to be furious when you got the farm he thought he was 
going to inherit,” replied the sheriff.

“I paid Allan $650,000 when I sold the house and my shares in my computer 
company.  He never really wanted the farm.  He wanted cash.”

“We checked on Allan.  He’s living in Las Vegas.  But that doesn’t mean he 
isn’t involved.”



“Allan is not a murderer.  Anyway, the carjacker didn’t sound like Allan.  I 
would have known his voice.”

“One thing I’ve learn in thirty years of law enforcement is that you can’t 
predict what others will do.”  Sheriff Miller took a gulp of his coffee.  “Allan Long is 
still not off my radar.  He could have hired someone to do this.”

“It’s not Allan.”
“Okay, if it’s not Allan, who is it?  You have to know this guy. Who would 

want to hurt you?”
Before she could answer, the sheriff’s cell phone buzzed and he went into 

the hallway to take the call.  He returned a short time later.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Mason. Hansen and I need to go.  The doc is ready to start 

the autopsy.”
“Is the autopsy for the body found near my wind turbine construction site?”
“Yes.”
“Who is it?"  Anne cringed as she asked the question.  Whoever it was, it 

was her fault.  The sick bastard was leaving these bodies for her as a reminder 
that her turn would come soon.

“Sorry, I can’t share information about an active investigation.”
The sheriff chugged the rest of his coffee then set the empty mug in the sink. 

“I’m going to add another deputy to watch your house for the day shift.  Hansen 
can continue surveillance at night.  He’ll be back later.”

“Thank you.”  Anne’s expression was filled with wariness.  Does this offer 
mean he’s changed his mind about her being a suspect?  Does it mean he 
believes her?

“I’ll give you a call later.”  With that, he and Hansen headed for their cars out 
the front door.

Moments later, Michael entered the kitchen from the back door and pulled 
Anne into his arms.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she whispered.  She hoped she sounded firm 
because she wasn't at all sure she was strong enough to send him away tonight.

He covered her mouth with his own to smother her words, and crushed her 
against him.  All Michael could think about was how grateful he was that she was 
alive and in his arms.  He held her close, kissed the top of her head, and 
wondered how much more she could take.  This is why he'd planned a 
distraction.

“When was the last time you ate anything?”  He tucked a strand of hair 
behind her ear, as he looked down at her.

“I can’t remember.”
“Let’s do a junk food run.”
“Seriously?  Now?”
“Dead serious.  How does a breaded tenderloin sandwich with mayo, tomato 

and lettuce sound?”
“It sounds good, but I don’t think I should leave the house.”
“Steak fries?”
“We really shouldn’t be seen together.”



“How about fried green tomatoes instead of the fries?  And add Ben and 
Jerry’s Red Velvet Cake ice cream for dessert?”

“Who’s driving?”
Michael smiled, pulled out his keys, grabbed her hand, and led her outside 

toward his truck.  Once inside, she pulled down the mirror on the visor and 
decided she needed a serious makeover.  God, she looked like crap.  Could she 
look any more tired and tense?  She had dark circles under her eyes and had 
lost weight.  She pulled a lip gloss tube out of her pocket and coated her lips.

Anne glanced at Michael.  Could this man be any better looking?  She 
wondered what he saw in her.  She’d had one problem after another since the 
day they met.  Surely, he could find a woman who didn’t have a psycho killer 
stalking her.

“It’s almost midnight.  Do you think we’ll find a place open?”
“I’m sure of it,” he replied.
Fifteen minutes later they pulled into the empty parking lot of Sarah’s Home 

Cooking restaurant.  The sign at the road's edge was dark.
“Darn it.  It's closed.”
Michael jumped out and eased around the truck to open the passenger door.
“It's open.”  He smiled and helped her out of the truck.
A silver-haired lady wearing a wide smile and an apron came to the 

restaurant door, unlocked it, and turned on the outside light for them.  She 
ushered them in, locked the door and threw her arms around Michael.

“It was so good to get your call.  It’s been too long.”  She planted a big kiss 
on Michael’s cheek before she turned to Anne.  “So you’re Michael’s young lady.”

“Anne, this is Sarah,” said Michael.
“It’s nice to meet you, Sarah.  But isn’t your restaurant closed?”
“Not for my Michael.  I have a cozy table ready for you by the fireplace.  I 

thought you might like that.”  She led them to a round table dressed with a white 
tablecloth and a red candle burning brightly in a clear glass globe, then headed 
toward the kitchen.

“So we have the place to ourselves?” asked Anne.  She looked around the 
room then leaned back in her chair to gaze at the large red-brick fireplace where 
several logs burned, casting a soothing warmth into the room.

“Sarah is an old friend of my parents.”  Michael gazed at Anne, then covered 
her hand with his, intertwining their fingers.  

“Where are your parents?”  Anne realized there was much she didn’t know 
about Michael.

“They’re living it up in Orlando.  They moved there a couple of years ago 
after Dad retired.”

“Are you close to them?”
“I guess so.  They call me every Sunday.  I don’t visit them as much as I 

should.  What about your parents?”
“They died years ago in a car accident.  We weren’t close.  My grandmother 

raised me.”



Sarah appeared holding two platters with tenderloin sandwiches, steak fries, 
fried green tomatoes, ranch dressing and salads.  She poured root beer into icy 
mugs.  “Would you two like anything else?”

“Sarah, you’re amazing.  Thank you for doing this,” said Michael.
Sarah hugged Michael again, squeezed Anne’s arm and disappeared.
“Oh, my God,” Anne sighed as she took her first bite of the sandwich. “This is 

incredible.”  She snagged a couple of fried green tomatoes, and covered them 
with ranch dressing.

They chowed down, eating in silence until Sarah returned for the dishes.
“I undoubtedly gained ten pounds with that meal,” Anne complained.
“You could use ten extra pounds,” said Michael.
“Oh, please.  Ten more pounds and I move right into sizes carried only by the 

tent and awning store.”
“If there is one thing I don’t understand, it’s the way women perceive their 

bodies. You all think you’re fat.  I bet you’ve been on at least two diets in the past 
six months.”

“You’d lose.”  Actually, she’d been on three different diets but she wouldn’t 
be telling him that.

“I like your curves, Anne.”  He did an appreciative scan of her body with his 
eyes.  “I like them a lot.”

Her cheeks burned in remembrance of his hand sliding over her hip after 
they’d made love.

Sarah appeared, “Would you like your ice cream now?”
Anne shook her head.  “Sarah, that was the best meal I’ve had in a long, long 

time.  Thank you so much.”  She stood to hug the older woman.
“We’ll take that to go, so you can lock up.  Thanks again for doing this.”  He 

slipped a hundred-dollar bill in her apron pocket when she brought out the ice 
cream in a white paper bag and hugged them both at the door.  

“Please come back.  Michael, tell your folks I said hello.”

<><><>

Michael helped Anne get in his truck, then moved to the driver’s side and slid 
behind the wheel. Soon they were headed back to her house.

“Tell me about the note.”  
“Not much to tell.”  She avoided his eyes and focused on the road.  She 

could feel him staring a hole in her.
“What?” she asked.
“Why aren’t you telling me what was in the note?”
“For the same reason you didn’t tell me the whole story when I asked you 

about the conversation you had with the sheriff in my kitchen,” she hissed.   Who 
was he to question her when he gave her zip when it came to the sheriff prying 
into his relationship with her?  Her temper flared and she glared at him with 
burning, reproachful eyes.

“Whoa.  Where did that anger come from?”



“I’m not telling you about the note because you’ll go into protection overload.”
“You’re damn right.  By the way, I was on the back porch and heard 

everything you said to the sheriff.  That note changes everything."
“How?”
“You know how.  This guy has been after you since August.  He’s the same 

prick who carjacked you.  He’s already tried to kill you once.”
“That’s my problem, not yours.”  She shot him a fierce glare.
Furious, he punched the brakes and drove the truck to the side of the road. 

He shoved the gear into park.  “You did not just say that.”
“I mean it.  You can’t keep taking on my problems.”  Especially when taking 

on her problems put his life at risk.
“And you can’t keep making decisions for me!  Like the one you made about 

me staying away from you.  I had no vote or even discussion on that one, and I 
haven’t slept a full night since.”  His face was a glowering mask of rage.  He put 
the truck in drive and headed to her house.

They spent the rest of the drive in silence.  When he pulled in the driveway 
and parked, he grabbed her arm so she couldn’t jump out of the truck.

“Let go.”
“I’m sorry I got so angry.”  He loosened his grip on her arm and kissed her on 

the cheek.  “Honey, we need to talk.”
She looked down at her hands.  “Talk about what?”
“Your safety.  I want you to move in with me.  Your house is not safe.  He 

wouldn’t have been able to get in if it was.”
“No, I’m not moving in with you.”  He couldn’t be serious.  Talk about a 

conflict in interest.  There has to be something in the attorney good ethics book 
about moving your witness in with you.  Besides, he hadn’t even told her he was 
in love with her, let alone make the kind of a commitment that moving in together 
represents.

“Yes, you are,” he insisted.
“No, I’m not.”  Lifting the handle, she jumped out of the truck.  By the time 

she got to his side, he was out and waiting for her.
“Wait a minute.”  He got back in the truck, took his handgun out of the glove 

box and slipped it in the waist of his jeans.  He clutched her hand. “I’m taking you 
in and checking things out.”

“Okay, Michael.”  She saw the determination in his eyes and knew a losing 
battle when she saw one.  He could check the house.  Then he could leave.

At the front door, she handed him the keys and watched him unlock the door. 
“Would you please stay here and don't move until I get back?” he asked as 

they entered the house.  He turned and locked the door, then began checking 
each room on the first floor.  Michael returned a few minutes later and passed 
her on his way up the stairs.  She stood exactly where he left her by the front 
door.

Anne listened as he checked each room upstairs.  She watched him as he 
came down the stairs, placing his gun in the back of his jeans.  He had an odd 
gleam in his eyes as he stared at her.



“All clear, right?”
Michael didn’t answer.  Instead he backed her against the door and kissed 

her with such intensity it made her heart hammer against her ribs as explosive 
currents surged through her.  Anne should be pushing against his chest to stop 
him, but she was pulling him closer so she could feel his hard length pressed 
against her.  And she was kissing him right back.  She tightened her arms around 
his neck. 

He swept her into his arms and climbed the stairs until they reached her 
bedroom.  Anne held on tight, covering his neck and face with gentle kisses.  He 
kicked her door closed and locked it as she nibbled his ear lobe.  When Michael 
set her down on the floor, she struggled with his leather jacket until he took it off 
and threw it on the love seat.  She pulled at his shirt until he lifted it over his 
shoulders.  Running her fingers over his pecs, she loved the hard smoothness of 
his muscular body.

Michael backed her closer to the bed and placed his gun, cell phone and 
wallet on a small table.  Then he pulled her back into his arms and hungrily 
reclaimed her mouth.  His tongue sent shivers of desire racing through her.

He tugged Anne's denim jacket from her shoulders and sent it flying.  He 
lifted her shirt over her head, unbuttoned her jeans and pulled the zipper down. 
She sat on the bed to remove her Reeboks, and then shoved her jeans to the 
floor with her foot. Her bra was the next to go, then her panties. 

Not taking his eyes off her for a second, he pulled off his boots, and eased 
her back on the bed.  He lay on his side, balanced on one arm as he ran his 
fingers around the curve of her breasts, down to her belly button, then down 
more until he was cupping her.

“Oh, my God.”  A sharp burst of bliss flooded through her as she arched, 
never wanting it to end.

His mouth moved over her breasts, his tongue tantalizing the buds which had 
swollen to their fullest.

God, she wanted this man.  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled 
him into a kiss.  She wasn’t satisfied until she felt the full length of him crushing 
her body to the bed.  She arched against him again and again, showing him the 
tempo to bind their bodies together.  The roughness of his jeans rubbing against 
her made her realize he was still wearing them.  Her fingers raced to unbutton 
the fly and pull on the zipper.  He got up and shoved his jeans to the floor.  He 
reached for his wallet and she heard the foil rip before he covered himself.

Michael returned to her, pressing against her with the wonderful weight of his 
body.  She arched her hips up to meet him as he pushed inside her.  Gasping at 
the force of it, she wrapped her legs around him.  Her body melted against his, 
filled with him as he thrust again and again, until he shattered her world into a 
million glowing stars.  

<><><>



The soft chiming of Michael’s cell phone alarm woke Anne.  He reached 
across her, grabbed the phone to turn off the alarm, and then kissed her.  She 
sighed, pulled his leg across her hip and cuddled closer to him.

“Can’t we sleep a little longer?”  She said, pressing against him.
Michael stroked her hair and watched her face.  He wondered if he should 

tell her that he loved her.  A part of him thought she might bolt at the mention of 
the “L” word.  Another part of him didn’t know if he could take it if she didn’t love 
him back.  He had never felt this close to anyone.  It was frightening new 
territory.

“Hey, you aren’t sleeping.”  Her blue eyes looked up at him, searching his 
face.  Her finger rubbed against his lower lip, before she kissed him.  “You know, 
I am suddenly feeling quite awake.”  She slowly stroked her fingers down his 
neck, through the ridge that divided his chest, and down lower until he groaned 
and pulled her into a deep kiss.  She pulled him atop her, reveling in the heat and 
weight of his body. 

<><><>

Later, Anne stood in the bathroom brushing her teeth, watching in the mirror 
as Michael got out of the shower.  The man was ripped.  He grabbed a towel and 
snapped it at her.  “Are you checking me out again?”

She laughed and watched him move to the bedroom to get dressed.  She 
liked how at ease he was with his body.  Michael thought nothing about walking 
around her bedroom completely nude.  Anne thought of making love with him last 
night and again this morning, then showering with him.  A surge of heat shot 
through her body.  She already wanted him again.

“A deputy just arrived.  Looks like the sheriff kept his word.”  He watched at 
the window, and then turned to her.  “I have to go to the office for a couple of 
hours.”  He walked to where she stood in the bathroom, tugged at the belt to her 
robe until it opened and pulled her close to him.   His hands moved under the 
robe to caress her bare skin as he kissed her.

“What time will you be back?” she asked.
“No later than two o’clock. But if I don't stop now, I'll never make it in.” 

Michael kissed her another time, and then headed down the stairs.  Once the 
front door closed, she heard the sound of his truck’s engine as it roared to life. 
She went to the window to watch his truck until it disappeared at the end of the 
driveway.

Anne closed her eyes for a moment.  She knew what she had to do.  She 
couldn’t continue putting all the people she cared about at risk—Daisy, Hank, 
Michael.  She was responsible for the killer’s wrath.  They were innocents in a 
truly fucked-up situation beyond anyone’s control.  But there was something she 
could do to protect them.  It was time for a new plan.  She walked across the 
room to her closet and pulled out a suitcase.  She picked up her cell phone on 
the bedside table and called Hank.



<><><>

It was mid-afternoon and Frankie was loading groceries into the trunk of her 
car when her cell phone buzzed.  She glanced at the display before putting it to 
her ear.

“Hey, Michael.”  She closed the trunk and got into her car.
“Where is she?”  Even though he told himself to dial it down a notch, he 

found himself shouting into the phone.
“What are you talking about?”
“Where is Anne Mason?”  Michael sounded both freaked out and furious.
“We put a GPS on her SUV.  Wait just a second and I’ll pull it up on my cell 

phone.”
“I’m looking at her goddamn SUV.  Where is she?”
Shit.  Wasn’t Ted watching the house?  “Let me check some things and I’ll 

call you back.”  She selected Ted’s number on her cell and tapped her fingers 
nervously on the steering wheel until he answered.

“Ted, where are you?”
“I’m in the field watching the house.”
“Have you seen Anne Mason?” asked Frankie.
“No.  There hasn’t been much activity today.  There’s a deputy outside the 

house now.  That’s a first. He just did a perimeter check.  Hank and a field hand 
left a couple of hours ago in his truck.  The rest of the field hands are out in the 
field. It looks like Michael Brandt's truck is parked in the driveway.  You know, the 
usual.”

“Give me a description of the field hand you saw with Hank.”
“He looked to be about 5 foot 10 inches and kind of skinny for a guy.  He was 

wearing a denim barn jacket and a black baseball cap.  He came out of the 
house with Hank.” Ted said.

“Did you see this field hand go into the house?”
“Come to think of it, I didn’t.”
“Shit.  We’ve lost her.”
Frankie sighed, disconnected the call then called Michael, bracing herself for 

the rage he’d fire in her direction.
“She’s gone.”
“No shit, Sherlock.  How did she get away?”  Michael demanded.
“I think she dressed like a farm hand and left with Hank.”
Michael walked to Anne’s closet to look inside and noticed there were gaps 

between some of the hangers.  Some of her clothes were missing.
“Damn it.  Where’d she go?  It’s dangerous for her to be out there.  The killer 

is watching her.”
“Ted is on his way to the airport with her photo to work his charm on the 

airline agents.  If she flew somewhere, he’ll find out where.  I’ll call the rental car 
services. We’ll find her, Michael.”



“Call me as soon as you find out anything.”  He was pissed, but he was also 
scared. What if the killer followed her?  Anne needed protection, whether she 
wanted it or not.

His cell phone buzzed almost the instant he disconnected the call to Frankie.
“Michael Brandt.”
“Michael, this is Doc Meade.  I thought you might want to hear some of the 

autopsy results.”
“What did you find?”
“The victim died the same way Rachel Mitchell died, from strangulation.  He 

used his hands again.”
“Was the rest of the M.O. the same?” asked Michael.
“Yes, the body was nude and he’d washed her down with bleach just like the 

other one.”
“What about the ribbon?”
“Yes, this time the ribbon was pink.  The crime scene techs are processing it 

now for prints.  Unless he slipped up, he used gloves like last time.”
“Were you able to come up with an identification?”
“Yes, our victim is Cindy Barrett.  She was a thirty-year-old high school 

teacher in Fountain County.  She’s been missing for a month.  We had her dental 
records.”

“Thanks, Doc.”
Michael shook his head with disgust.  Questions swirled in his head like a 

tornado. How could anyone hurt an innocent woman like that?  How could 
anyone take her life?  And where in the hell was Anne?  What would Michael do 
if the killer reached her before he did?

Michael heard some commotion outside, so he moved to a window where he 
saw several news media vans approaching the house.  He watched as the 
deputy ran toward them, waving his arms, motioning for them to get off the 
property.  God damn it.  What a great addition to what was already stacking up to 
be the worst day he’d ever had.  All he needed was the press snooping around.

He punched the sheriff’s number in his cell phone.
“This is Brandt.  I’m at Anne Mason’s house.  The media just got here.  They 

must have caught wind of the second murder.  Did you talk to Doc Meade about 
the autopsy results?”

“I was at the autopsy so I got the news firsthand,” Miller said.  
“Have you given any thought to what you’ll say to the media?” asked 

Michael.
“I’m scheduling a press conference for later this evening.  The public needs 

to know this shit is happening in their community.  We both know how that’s 
going to go down.”

“Afraid so.”  Michael imagined the panic that would ensue after people 
realized a serial killer was in their midst in this small farming community.

“I’m only giving the press the bare minimum.  They’ll get nothing about the 
bleach, ribbon or anything like that.”  He paused, and then added.  "I'm not 



looking forward to the hit my department will take when the media finds out we 
have no suspects."

<><><>

At the interstate rest stop, Anne stepped out of Hank’s truck, pulled off the 
black baseball cap, and shook her now-blonde waves.

“Seems odd seeing you in blonde hair,” said Hank.
“Thanks for picking up the hair color and other stuff on your way home.  Most 

of all, thanks for helping me, Hank.”  She paused, scanning his face. “Are you 
sure you don’t mind my using your personal truck?”

Hank usually drove one of her trucks with the Golden Acres Farm logo on the 
side.  His gleaming candy-red Ford F-150 truck was his baby, tucked away inside 
the garage most of the time.  She could only remember seeing him drive it once.

“I trust you with it.  Just stay safe, okay?”
“I will,” she promised.
“We weren’t followed, I’ve been checking the rearview mirror since we left the 

farm.  Clint will be here soon to take me back.  What should I say to Mr. Brandt? 
I know he’ll be looking for you.”

“Tell him the truth.  You don’t know where I am.”  An important part of her 
plan was that no one, not even Hank, knew her destination.

“Okay.  I’ll take care of everything at the farm while you’re gone.”  He just 
stood there with his hands in his pockets. 

“I know you will, Hank.”  The worried look on his face made her feel guilty. 
Anne hugged him, jumped into the driver side of the truck, and adjusted the seat 
and rearview mirror.  Pulling a folded map from her jacket pocket, she laid it on 
the passenger seat.  She’d plug the information into the GPS later.

Hank stood by her window.  “Just keep checking your rearview mirror to see 
if anyone is following you, and if anyone does, drive to the nearest police station. 
Lock your doors.”

Anne nodded, threw the truck into gear, and entered the interstate, heading 
south.  She had thirteen hours of driving ahead of her.

<><><>

Hours later, Michael lay on the sofa in Anne’s living room, staring at the 
ceiling. Once he’d installed the deadbolt lock on the back door, he’d decided to 
stay the night in case he got lucky and she returned.  He also wouldn’t mind a 
chance to catch the perp if he was crazy enough to try to get in the house again. 
Hank had still not returned and Michael wondered where in the hell he was.  He 
had some questions for him—like where's Anne.  He punched the pillow and tried 
to get comfortable.  His cell phone vibrated in his pocket.

“Brandt.”
“Michael, this is Frankie.”  
“What did you find out?”  Michael demanded, as he threw back a blanket and 

sat up.



“Afraid I have some bad news.  There were no flight or car rental 
reservations in Anne’s name.  She didn’t have time to get fake IDs, so I think 
we’re safe in assuming she didn’t fly or rent a car.”

“Goddamn it!” he cursed.  “I have to find her.”
“I have an idea.  I’m on the front porch.  If you’ll let me in, there is something I 

want to try.”
Michael flung open the front door and ushered Frankie inside.  
“Where’s her computer?” she asked.
“In her study upstairs,” he said.  He bolted up the stairs with Frankie close 

behind.
Once in the study, Frankie turned on the desktop computer then pulled up 

the Internet history, clicking on today’s date.  She scanned the list of web sites 
Anne had visited and clicked on MapQuest.  When it populated the screen, she 
noticed that Anne was still signed in.  She clicked on “saved maps”.

“I know where she is going!”  She flashed a grin at Michael, printed the map 
and said, “Savannah.”  He snatched the map out of her hand and raced down the 
stairs.

<><><>



Chapter 10
“Hey, wait a minute!”  Frankie sprinted after Michael and found him in the 

living room, throwing things into a duffle bag.  “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like?  I’m going after her.”  Michael pushed his wallet into 

his back pocket.  Next he slid his gun in his waistband.
“Uh, boss, I thought that was my job.”  Frankie watched him closely.  She 

couldn’t read his expression, but she sensed he was caught off-guard by her 
statement.

“I need to go, Frankie.”  
He looked more worried than she had ever seen him.  He was clearly 

personally involved with Anne Mason, and it was serious.
“Okay, let’s sit down and talk about this.”  Franked wanted to slow him down 

to think about the details involved to make this work.
“What’s there to talk about?”
“First of all, there’s your job.  How are you going to explain rushing to 

Savannah to find a witness that you obviously have feelings for?  Isn’t this a 
conflict of interest or something?”

“You’re right, and I intend to do something about that issue before I leave.”
“About your mode of travel, I wouldn’t fly or rent a car to go down there.  It’s 

too easy for someone to track and follow you.”
“I'll drive.”
“Okay, but keep a constant eye on the rearview mirror to make sure you’re 

not being followed.  The killer has been watching the house.  He probably knows 
who you are.  Undoubtedly, he knows what you drive.  You could unknowingly 
lead him right to Anne.”

“Shit.”  He rubbed his temples as the fragments of a headache fused in his 
brain.

Frankie pushed the hair out of her eyes, and then continued, “There are a 
few other things we need to discuss.”

“Like what?”  Patience was not his strong suit.  The longer he stood here 
talking, the longer it would take him to get to Anne.

“Like the deputies watching the house.  I take it you don’t want them to know 
Anne is gone, do you?  Once they find out, they’ll be tracking their witness like 
bloodhounds.

“You’re right.”
“I’ve got something with me that I can attach to Anne’s bedroom lamp so it 

goes on at a certain time, and shuts off at another.  It will look like she’s here in 
the house.  It’s a very temporary fix.  It may not take long for them to figure it 
out.”  Frankie rummaged in her purse until she found it.  “Another issue is Deputy 
Hansen.  He knows I watch the house from the field.  I’ll continue doing that until 
you return so he doesn’t get suspicious.  It will buy at least a little time until they 
realize she is gone.”

“Thank you, Frankie.  This means a lot to me.”
“So what are you waiting for?  Go.”



<><><>

Michael made a couple of calls from his cell phone as he raced to the 
interstate.  His last call went to Helen, his mentor and State Attorney.

“Helen, this is Michael.”
She hesitated, then said, “Since it’s late, this must be something important.”  
“I made a decision that you’re going to hear about.  I’d like you to hear it from 

me.”  He didn’t like disappointing Helen.  She’d coached and supported him for a 
long time.

“Go on.”
“I appointed a Special Prosecutor for the serial murder case we’re working.”
“Why in the hell did you do that?  That case is probably the biggest one you’ll 

ever have.  It’s a career-maker. What were you thinking?”
“I appointed Edward Casey.  He’s on my staff.  He has some relevant 

experiences and will do a good job.”
“Who cares?  That case was meant for you.  Is it the girl?  Is that what this is 

all about?”  An uncomfortable silence ensued.  
“I’m taking a leave of absence.  You can reach me by my cell if you need 

me.”
“Michael, can’t we talk about this?”
“No, Helen, there is nothing else to talk about.   It's my decision and I've 

made it.”

<><><>

In Savannah, Michael, wearing a navy baseball cap, aviator sunglasses, and 
a black leather bomber jacket with jeans, leaned against a red brick building on 
River Street.  He was doing some serious people-watching and thought Anne 
would have been a hell of a lot easier to spot if she hadn’t chosen a tourist-rich 
place like Savannah, Georgia.  He’d already seen a dozen women her height and 
weight maneuvering the cobblestone on River Street, going in and out of shops 
and restaurants—but no Anne.  Of course, it would make it harder for the perp to 
locate her, as well.

He was ready to leave the riverfront and head toward the historic squares 
and parks when he spotted a tall woman with blonde, shoulder-length hair 
wearing dark sunglasses, a blue denim jacket and faded khakis duck inside a pet 
novelty shop. There was something familiar about her.  Following her inside, he 
picked up a book about Labrador Retrievers.  He peered over the top of the book 
to watch the woman who was now talking with a sales clerk.  He moved a row 
closer and overheard the clerk ask her what kind of dog she had.

“I have a wonderful Giant Schnauzer named Harley.  I’m looking for a 
sweater for him.”

Bingo.  The only woman he knew who would have that much affection in her 
voice for this type of dog was the one he wanted to pull into his arms right now. 
Relief shot through him.  Anne was safe.



Michael was relieved, but he was still pissed.  He couldn’t believe she ran. 
She didn’t trust him to protect her.  Christ, the killer had been inside her house. 
Why wouldn’t she trust him to keep her safe?  Damn it, he thought they’d gotten 
closer than that.  She takes off without a fucking word.  Why would Anne do such 
a thing?

Michael left the store to lean against a tree near the entrance.  He decided 
not to confront her until they were at a place that made it harder for her to escape 
him.

He followed her on River Street once she left the shop.  He felt a coil of 
irritation twist inside his gut as he followed her a half-dozen blocks and not once 
had she looked around.  He wasn’t even trying to hide and she had no clue he 
was following her.

Anne entered a cobblestone alley, climbed a steep hill then walked through a 
small park before she crossed Bay Street and headed toward the historic 
squares.  Michael followed her until she stopped in Forsyth Park near its large 
white fountain.  He watched Anne as she sat on a bench in the shade of an oak 
tree drizzled with silver-spun Spanish moss.  She fed pigeons with bits of 
sandwich bread she pulled out of her bag.  After a while, she talked with a silver-
haired lady with a small dog who stopped nearby.  She smiled as she bent down 
to pet the dog, and Michael realized he couldn’t remember the last time he saw 
her relaxed and smiling.  Anne felt safe here.  Something inside of him softened.

<><><>

Anne watched the nice lady with the dog walk away.  She loved being in 
Savannah.  The place reminded her of her grandmother and the time they’d 
spent there.  There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t think of her 
Grandma and how she’d stepped in when her nomad parents disappeared on yet 
another adventure.  Adventures, it seemed, that were not possible with a small 
child afoot.  So Anne was left behind, and her grandmother spent her golden 
years being mother to a grandchild whose parents left her in pursuit of 
excitement.

She’d only been in Savannah a day, but she already felt lonely.  She missed 
Daisy, Hank and the farm.  But most of all she missed Michael.  Anne thought 
about the last night they spent together and began to crave him.  There was no 
one like him, and the thought she was in love with him terrified her.  She was 
obviously not a champion with relationships, or her marriage would have worked. 
Anne didn’t think she could take another failure.  She wondered if she could trust 
a man again.  She’d trusted Allan completely, which enabled him to lie to her 
time and time again.  Could she trust Michael?

Her stomach began to growl.  When was the last time she’d eaten?  She 
picked up her shopping bags and walked back toward her hotel on Bay Street.

<><><>



Entering the dark hotel room, Anne threw her shopping bags and purse on 
the bed.  She heard the low groan of a tanker ship coming down the Savannah 
River, and walked to the French doors to open the drapes.  Late afternoon 
sunlight filled the room as she watched the giant beast glide effortlessly through 
the water.  Stacks and stacks of railroad cars lined the first level, and workers 
moved about.

Anne needed to freshen up before she went out seeking food, so she turned 
to go to the bathroom.  There was movement in the shadows in the corner of the 
room that caught her eye.  She froze and reached for the gun at the back of her 
waist that was not there.  Damn.  She’d left it in the truck.

<><><>

“Nice room, Anne.  I especially like the French balcony facing the river.  The 
hardwood floors and four-poster bed are nothing to sneeze at either.”  He kept 
his voice low and controlled, trying to hide the anger that swelled within.

“Michael?”  
“I’m glad you still remember my name.”  A thin chill hung on his words.
“How did you get in my room?”
“It’s surprising how quickly hotel clerks believe the husband-planning-an-

anniversary-surprise-for-his-wife-in-town-for-business story.  I guess it made it all 
that more believable since I was holding roses.  I brought them up earlier.”  He 
pointed to a large bouquet of yellow roses on a chest near the bathroom.

“How did you know I was here?”
“It helped that you used your real name.”  He shot her an icy glare that made 

her legs quiver.  She had never seen him so angry.
“No, I mean, how did you know I was in Savannah?  I didn’t tell anyone.”
“You forget I used to be a cop.”
She just looked at him.
“Actually, the big question for me is which part of recent events pissed me off 

the most.”  He shifted in the chair and she nearly jumped back.  He pushed 
forward and leaned on his elbows. “Was it making love for the first time, after 
which you announce your plan not to see me until after the perp’s trial?  Keep in 
mind, we have no idea who the perp is, let alone arrest him and try him.”

“Michael, I had good reasons  . . .”
“No, you didn’t,” he interrupted.  “Let me go on.  So you hire Lane Hansen to 

protect you instead of me.  Next, I find out the killer is in your field watching your 
house, waiting until he can get to you.  Then I find out another body has been 
found on your property, and for one agonizing hour, I think it might be you.  But 
do you let me stay with you and protect you that night?  No, of course not, it’s not 
in your freaking plan.  So what happens later that night?  The killer is found not 
only in your house, but outside your bedroom door.  And where am I?  Oh yeah, 
I’m at my home as you demanded.”

“May I talk now?”



“No.  So then I find you’ve implemented a new plan and disappeared.  So I 
spend the next thirteen hours driving here.  You scared the crap out of me.  I 
didn’t know if he followed you, if I would find you here alive or not.”  He rose, 
pulled off his leather jacket and threw it on the bed.  Pulling his revolver out of his 
waistband, he placed it on the end table near his chair and sat back down.

<><><>

“Michael, I’m so sorry.”  Anne inched toward him.  He looked so worried and 
weary it tugged at her heart. She knew he cared about her, but didn't realize how 
much.  She reached his chair and looked down at him.  He pushed back to look 
up at her, so she took the opportunity to lower herself to sit in his lap.  His heavy 
arms flew around her and held her so tightly she could barely breathe.

Suddenly Lady Gaga’s “Telephone” tune rang out, and Anne pulled her cell 
out of her purse to check a text.  She moved near the window.

“That’s odd.  I’ve got a text from Richard Thompson.  I haven’t heard from 
him in months—not since I sold him my shares in the company.”

“What’s going on?”
“He says he needs to see me right away in person.  He has something to tell 

me.”
“What?”
“I don’t know.  This is not like Richard.  We text and email all the time but he 

says he wants to talk to me in person before he goes to the police.”
“Call him, Anne.”
She let the phone ring until finally she reached Richard’s voice mail. 

“Richard, I got your text.  Please call me as soon as you get this message.”
Something was wrong.  What did he have to tell her that he could only do in 

person? Why was he involving the police?  It made no sense.
Michael’s cell buzzed in his pocket.  He pulled it out of his pocket and 

checked the display.  It was Edward Casey, his deputy prosecutor.
“Michael, I’ve got an update for you. 
“I hope you’re about to tell me they’ve found some evidence tying the killer to 

Cindy Barrett.”
“No.  The sheriff knows Anne is not at the house.  He says he will arrest you 

both if you don’t return within 48 hours.  He’s serious, Michael.  I know she’s with 
you and you have to bring her back.”

“Easier said than done.”
“The FBI is involved now.  An agent called me this morning.  He wants to 

interview Anne.  You’ve got to get her back to Indiana.  I’ll schedule a meeting in 
your office.  Just let me know when you will be here.”

Michael disconnected the call and watched Anne as her laptop came to life.
“What are you doing?”
“I need to see a photo of Cindy Barrett.  I don’t know why, but her name 

sounds familiar.”  She typed in the news web address and saw the headline: 
Another Body Found on Farm.  She scrolled down until she could see the photo. 



“I have seen her before.  But I don’t know where or under what circumstances.” 
She closed the laptop.  "Are the killings random or are they connected 
somehow?"  Anne needed to find out and soon.

“Michael, what do you know about Cindy Barrett?”
“She was a thirty-year-old high school teacher in Fountain County.  She’d 

been missing for about a month.  She died the same way as Rachel Mitchell—
strangulation.  The crime scene techs are hoping they’ll find fingerprints on the 
ribbon wrapped around her, but that’s doubtful. He probably used gloves like last 
time.”

“There has to be a connection between the two victims and me.  I have to 
find out what that is.”

“Anne, we need to talk,” said Michael.  Forcing her to return to Indiana wasn’t 
a high point on his list of conversations, but it had to happen.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.
“Honey, for you I’m always hungry.”  He gave her a lusty grin and she 

popped him on the arm.  “But we need to talk.”
“I mean for food.  I’m starving.  Can’t we get something to eat before ‘the 

talk’?  When was the last time you ate?”
“I can’t remember.”  The thirteen-hour drive, lack of sleep and food was 

starting to hit him.  He could definitely use some food.
“Let’s walk to the City Market.  There are some great restaurants there.”

<><><>

Michael watched Anne brush her hair in the mirror then reach into her purse 
for some lip gloss.  God, she was beautiful.  Every time he looked at her, his 
senses went on high alert.

“Am I going to get my redhead back?”  He moved behind her, placing his 
hands on her waist.

“I thought blondes were supposed to have more fun and that all men were 
crazy for blondes.”

“Not this one.”
He pulled his leather jacket on and reached for his gun.
“Is the gun really necessary here, Michael?”
“Hell yes.  I don’t think I was followed, but I’ve learned with this sick bastard 

that anything is possible.”  He scowled at her and asked, “What about you? 
Were you followed?”

“No, I wasn’t.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“I kept an eye on the rearview mirror all the way down here.”
“You were followed, Anne.”  

<><><>

“What?”  Anne gasped and stared at him.



“You were followed on River Street all afternoon and you had no clue.  You 
didn’t even check to make sure you weren’t being followed.”

“You followed me?”  She bit her lip as she remembered shopping on River 
Street.  She'd experienced a sense of freedom she hadn’t felt in a long time.  It 
had felt so good, nothing else mattered.  But safety should have.  Forgetting 
safety measures is what got her carjacked.  He looked pissed again, so she 
pulled him by his jacket and kissed him to distract him.  She felt him tense so she 
melted against him, threw her arms around his neck and pulled him down into 
another kiss.  This time he hauled her against him and kissed her hard until she 
felt the heat of it all the way to her toes.  He broke off the kiss and gently pushed 
her back.

“Are you hungry or not?  I’m asking because in about a minute, you’re going 
to be flat on your back on that bed with a very aroused man on top of you.”

She grinned and moved toward the door.  He pulled her back and checked 
the hallway before he led her out.

<><><>

Once at the City Market, they held hands and reviewed the menu of each 
restaurant. It was unseasonably warm and the spicy scent of hot cheese pizza 
wafted around Vinnie Van Go-Go’s.  They noticed several couples sitting outside 
the restaurant, devouring gooey slices of pizza and drinking cold beer.  A rock 
band was setting up speakers and instruments down the street past the horse-
drawn carriage rides.  Anne and Michael decided no matter where they ate, they 
wanted to be outside to enjoy the incredible weather.

Belford’s of Savannah restaurant was located across the street, and once 
they read the menu, the decision was made.  The spicy aroma of sea food and 
steak besieged them, and both were ravenous.  The waitress found them a table 
under the awning outside, and brought them tall glasses of sweet ice tea with 
their menus.

“I’m glad we chose Belford’s,” said Anne.  “I’ve been here before, but it has 
been a long time.  This building was originally the home to a wholesale food 
company.”

“Really?  How did you know that?”
“My grandma was from Savannah and used to have a house here.”
“I didn’t know that.  There is a lot about you that I don’t know, but I want to.”
“I love Savannah.  I wish I had been able to keep Grandma’s house, but I 

was in college when she died.  I didn’t have the money to buy it.”
He looked at her thoughtfully, but didn’t say anything.  He had the urge to 

contact local realtors to find out if the house was available.
“What?”
“Nothing.”  He looked down at his menu.  “So what’s good here?”
“Everything.”
The waitress returned and Michael ordered fried green tomatoes and crab 

cakes for appetizers.



“Fried green tomatoes, huh?  I think you know me better than you think.” 
That he remembered how much she liked fried green tomatoes touched her 
heart.  He could be so thoughtful.  She squeezed his hand.

“Great table for people watching, isn’t it?”  He tried to keep it light as he 
scanned the crowd, looking for anyone that was paying too much attention to 
them.

“Who’s Edward Casey?  I saw his name on your cell phone display when he 
called.”  Anne asked.

“He is one of my deputy prosecutors.  I assigned him to the murders before I 
left Indiana.”

“You did what?  Why did you do that?  Isn't this one of those once-in-a-
lifetime cases?”  After all she’d done to protect his career, how could he make a 
decision like that?

“It was my decision, Anne.  He’s a damn good prosecutor.  He’s had cases 
like this in the past, and he’s always won.  I’m his supervisor, so I’ll still be very 
involved.”

“You made this decision because of me, because I’m your conflict of 
interest.”  Her eyes glistened with tears.  She felt sick with guilt.

“There were so many aspects of this case that were getting too complicated, 
and the job was getting in the way of what I wanted and needed to do.  It was a 
good decision and it was mine to make.  Stop blaming yourself.”

“I don’t want to hurt your career.”
“You’re not.”  Michael paused as he scanned her face. He might as well tell 

her everything.  “I’m taking a leave of absence.  I don’t even know if I want this 
job or this career.  I’ve been obsessed with my job for years, with little time for a 
personal life.  I need some time and balance.”

“I get it.  I felt the same way when I sold the shares of my computer 
company.”  She looked at him thoughtfully.  They weren’t so different after all. 
“Are you going to tell me why Edward Casey called?”

“The sheriff knows you left.  He's going to arrest us both if we don’t return 
within 48 hours.”

“Seriously?”  Anne was reminded of just how much she disliked Sheriff Miller.
“Edward says he’s very serious.  The FBI is involved now.  He wants to 

interview you.  Edward is setting up a meeting.”
“When do we leave?”
“Sometime tomorrow.  Shall we use Hank’s truck or mine?”
“How did you know I have Hank’s truck?”
“You were last seen with Hank so I put it together.  How about if we leave 

Hank’s truck here and I fly someone down to drive it back.”
“Okay.  Can we not talk about this anymore tonight?”
They had precious little time left in Savannah, and she wanted to enjoy every 

second.  Who knew what waited for them when they returned to Indiana?  If the 
killer had his way, these moments would be the last she had with Michael or 
anyone else.



<><><>

“You’ve got a deal,” said Michael, “Let’s talk about you.”  She was right. 
They had more than enough time to talk about things during the drive back. 

“What do you want to know?” she asked.
“What were you like in college?”  He wanted to know everything about her, 

but he was satisfied with starting there. 
“I was a computer geek.  I worked my way through college, and when I 

wasn’t working, I was studying.  I didn’t have time for much of a social life.  I met 
Allan in my senior year in one of my classes.”

“And after college?”
“I worked for a couple of companies in their I.S. departments.  A few years 

ago, Richard and I started Computer Solutions, Inc.  It took a lot of time and hard 
work for the start-up, but it was worth it.  By the time I left the company, we’d 
added a department of technicians for at-home computer repair.  It was pretty 
popular.”

Michael could tell by her expression how much her company had meant to 
her.  And he’d helped Allan take it away from her.  His guilt was palpable.

The appetizers arrived just as the rock band started playing.  Anne lifted a 
fried green tomato with her fork and placed it on Michael’s plate.  He placed a 
couple of crab cakes on her plate.  He thought of how comfortable it was to be 
with her.

“Oh, my God, these fried green tomatoes are heaven.”  Anne closed her 
eyes, leaned back in her chair and moaned with pleasure.  “So are the crab 
cakes.”

The food was amazing and it didn’t take them much time to finish off the 
appetizers, then the main course.

“How about a carriage ride?” Michael suggested.  The meal was over but he 
didn’t want this time with her to end.  She seemed more at ease than she had 
been in a long, long time.

He watched as she leaned toward him, placing her hand on his thigh.  Her 
eyes had a smoldering look and there was no mistake about what she was 
thinking.  Lust filled his veins, surging down to his belly.

“Let’s go back to the hotel,” she whispered.

<><><>

He kissed her hard while Anne pulled at his shirt in the elevator.  She was 
desperate to touch him.  When they got to the room, it was dark except for slivers 
of moonlight cutting through the window.  He laid his revolver on a table and 
pulled her to the bed.

The next morning, he made arrangements for Ted to fly down to get Hank’s 
truck.  They were headed North on I-95 before noon.  Michael drove as Anne 
searched her phone for a voice mail or another text from Richard.  There was 



nothing.  She couldn’t stop thinking about him and why he sent her such an odd 
text.  What did he have to tell her that he could only say in person?

Michael’s cell phone buzzed and he pressed the speaker button.  He wanted 
Anne to trust him, and sharing information was part of the plan.

“Michael, this is Ed Casey.  I’m afraid I have news.”
“From the sound of your voice, the news isn’t good.”  He glanced at Anne. 

Maybe sharing this particular information wasn’t the best idea.
“There’s been another murder.  The body was found this morning about 100 

feet away from where Cindy Barrett was found in the wind farm construction area 
of Anne’s farm.”

“Was it another woman?”
“No, the body is male.  His wallet was in his back pocket so we have 

identification.  His name is Richard Thompson.”  Michael's eyes flew to Anne.
Anne cried, “No!”   Covering her face with her hands, she sobbed.  Not 

Richard.  Oh, my God.  Why is this happening?
“I’ll call you back.”  Michael eased the vehicle off the road and pulled Anne 

into his arms.
“Richard was such a good guy.  He would do anything for anyone.  His 

employees loved him.  Who could have done this?”
“I don’t know, honey.  But I think we’re close to finding out.  We now know 

there is a connection.  That sick fuck dumped Richard’s body on your land, just 
like he did the other victims.  There has to be a tie from the victims to your 
company and to you.  That’s the only thing that makes sense now.”

“Michael, please get off at the next exit that has a Starbucks.  I have to do 
some research on my laptop, and need their Wi-Fi connection.”

“Sure.”  He shoved the gear in drive and headed down the interstate, 
scanning each sign they encountered.

“I have to get into the company’s database.  I want to find out what Richard 
didn’t get the chance to tell me.”

They found a Starbucks, and Anne opened her laptop at a table near a 
window while Michael ordered coffee.  Once she accessed the Internet, she 
typed in the company website.  On the home page, she signed in as an 
employee.  She held her breath and prayed they hadn't removed her access 
because she was no longer employed there.  A second later, the customer 
database sprang to life.

Michael sat down, stared at the screen, and slid a mocha latte to Anne.  “I 
see you got into the database.  What are you looking for?”

“I’m going to plug in each victim’s name to see if they were former clients.” 
She typed Rachel Mitchell’s name in the search box and tapped ENTER.  In a 
second, Rachel’s account appeared.  “Michael, look.  Rachel Mitchell had an 
account.  It says here that she had a problem with her hard drive last April. 
Technician #26 went to her house.  It looks like the repair was made and she 
paid the invoice.”

“Now look for Cindy Barrett.”



She typed Cindy’s name in the search box and her account appeared.  “She 
has an account, too.  Cindy Barrett had a service call last March. Technician #26 
was sent.  The repair was made and she paid the invoice.”

“So the same technician was sent to both victims’ homes?”
“Yes.”  She gasped.  Oh, God, is this a connection to the victims?  To her? 

Is this what Richard was trying to tell her?
Michael pulled out his cell phone.  He was ready to press the button to the 

sheriff’s office.  “Who is Technician #26?  What’s his name?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?  How many employees did you have?”
“When I left, we had three hundred employees.  I didn’t know all of them.  I 

was lucky to know all the people in my own department.  I was spending a lot of 
time on software design.”  Anne paused, still stunned.  Her heart was racing. 
She had to calm down so she could think clearly.  “Richard ran the computer 
repair department.  I have no idea how many technicians he had.”

“Do you have a way to find out who Technician #26 is?”
“No.  I don’t have access to the confidential employee files.  Only Human 

Resources has access.”  She took a deep breath.  Images and thoughts were 
bouncing around in her head, making no connections.  “Michael, is it possible 
that an employee in my company murdered two of our clients?  If so, what’s the 
motive?  And what’s my connection?  Why were the bodies dumped on my 
land?”

Michael pushed his chair closer to her and put his arm around her.  She had 
paled and had a panicky look in her eyes.  “I don’t know, honey.  But I think we’re 
getting very close.”

Anne pulled out her cell phone.  Marta Williams was in charge of Human 
Resources.  She would have the information Anne needed about the technician.

“Marta, this is Anne.”  Michael leaned closer so he could hear the 
conversation.

“Oh, God, Anne, have you heard about Richard?  We’ve had to send people 
home.  They were too upset to work.  I can’t stop crying.  Why Richard?  I still 
can’t believe it.”

“Marta, I am so sorry.  But I need to ask you some questions.  Did Richard 
ask you for information about one of his technicians recently?”

“Yes, funny you should ask.  Last week, he came in my office, closed the 
door and asked for an employee file.”

“Whose file did you give him?”
“I can’t remember.  I was so surprised that Richard asked for an employee 

file, that I just dug it out and handed it to him.”
“Marta, it's important you find that file.  I need the employee’s name.  It’s 

urgent.  Please go to Richard’s office to see if you can find it.  Call me back.”
“Of course, Anne.  I’ll look right now.”
Anne closed her laptop, grabbed her purse and headed toward the truck with 

Michael close behind.  “We have to get back to Indiana as quickly as we can, 
before anyone else is hurt.”



They’d crossed North Carolina’s state line when Anne’s cell phone sounded. 
She pressed the speaker button.

“This is Marta.  I’m sorry it took so long.  First, I couldn’t find the key to 
Richard’s office.  Once I got in, his office was a mess so I had to sift through a lot 
of papers before I recognized the employee file.”

“So you found it?”
“Yes.  I remember this guy.  I wish Richard had talked to me.  This is a 

technician that Richard had to fire.  We’d gotten complaints from a couple of 
female clients.  They said the technician made inappropriate remarks to them 
during the repair visit.  If that wasn’t enough, he started sending them sexually 
explicit emails and texts.  Both women said they saw him sitting in his truck 
outside their houses at night, weeks after the repair visit.  They were really afraid 
of him.”

“They were wise to fear him.”
“We had a meeting with him discussing the allegations before we terminated 

him.  It was ugly.  He got really emotional.  He was screaming and crying.  He 
said the women were lying.  We fired him that day.  We felt we had no choice. 
We can't have an employee go into customers' homes with those kind of 
complaints lodged against him.”

“I don’t remember this at all,” said Anne.
“No, I don’t doubt it.  Richard told me that you were too busy to attend the 

meeting and not to bother you with it.  I came to your office to get your signature 
on the termination paperwork per company policy.  You were so swamped that 
day, I don’t think you even realized what you were signing.

“Who is the employee, Marta?”
“Charles Beatty.  He was with the company for about a year.”
“Is there a photo of him in the file?”
“No, I already looked.  But I think I know where I can get one.”
“When you find it, I want you to fax it to Prosecutor Michael Brandt’s office. 

Hold on while I give you the number. We’ll pick it up when we get to Indiana.” 
Anne paused and looked at Michael.  “Marta, we’re going to call the sheriff’s 
office and get you some protection.  Lock up and don’t leave the office until you 
hear from me.  You may be as much the killer’s target as I am.”

“Anne, are you thinking Charles Beatty murdered Richard?” asked Marta.  
“Yes.  I also think he killed Rachel Mitchell and Cindy Barrett and left their 

bodies on my farm.”
“Oh, I’ve got to sit down.” 
“Make sure everything is locked up and stay there until you hear from me.” 

Anne disconnected the call.
Michael dialed Edward Casey.
“I need your help.  I think I know who the murderer is.  Please conference 

Sheriff Miller in.  He needs to hear this.”  Ten minutes later, he disconnected the 
call.  

“You heard that.  Sheriff Miller’s putting an APB out on Beatty.  He’s getting a 
deputy over to Marta as soon as he can.”



Michael hoped to hell that Charles Beatty was in police custody by the time 
they returned, so this nightmare would be over.

<><><>



Chapter 11
They were an hour away from Indianapolis, when Michael pulled a photo 

from the inside of his jacket and handed it to Anne.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a picture of my lake house near Rockville.”
“It’s beautiful.  I love all the windows, the tall trees, and the lake view.”
“No one knows I own it.  I bought it about three months before I took the 

prosecutor job.  Let me take you there so you’ll be safe.  We can go after your 
interview with the FBI agent today.”

“Why can’t I go home?”
“You know why you can't go home. It’s not safe.  Beatty has no problem 

breaking into your house, or going to your farm to dump bodies, security or not. 
No one knows about this lake house.  It will be your safe house until all this is 
over.  That's where you are going to stay, Anne. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

 “Well in that case, I guess I'll stay at the lake house,” she said as she 
reached across the console to squeeze his hand.

Michael sighed with relief.  He was sure she would fight harder to go home.
“I’ve been thinking about something, Anne.  Why didn’t Charles Beatty bother 

to hide the bodies or bury them?”
“I don’t know.”
“I have a theory.  I think his rage is more important to him than getting 

caught.  That makes him very dangerous.  His sense of anger is overriding his 
need for personal safety and freedom.  His need to communicate his anger to 
you is overwhelming.”

“If you are trying to scare me, you’re succeeding,” she said.
“Good.  I want you to pay more attention to your safety than you did in 

Savannah, Anne.  Remember that self-defense class you told me you took?”
“Yes.”
“Think about some of the techniques you were taught.  Think about what you 

can do to protect yourself if this guy gets to you and I’m not around.”
Michael was right. She had avoided serious injury from her carjacker by 

remembering the self-defense techniques she learned in her class.
“Get your gun out of the glove box.  Put it in your purse along with your 

pepper spray.”
Anne looked at Michael as she pushed the Glock into her purse.  There was 

an inherent strength in his face. She'd never met anyone so strong and 
determined.  Being with him had become the only place she felt safe.

“Hey, are you checking me out again?”  He grinned and moved his arm 
across her seat.  He needed to see her smile again.

Anne rolled her eyes, and looked out the window.

<><><>



Anne wondered what he thought about her.  How did Michael feel about her? 
There had been one drama after the other since they met.  Most men hated 
drama in relationships.  He was probably sick of it, and she didn’t blame him.

She was in love with him.  When she found him in her hotel room in 
Savannah, she knew how much.  He’d driven all that way to find and protect her. 
No one had done anything even close to that for her—ever.  Anne knew that he 
cared for her and was attracted to her; but she needed to know if he was in love 
with her.  A man could care about a woman and want to protect her, but that 
didn’t mean he was in love with her.  Some men were hard-wired to protect a 
woman, even if they weren't emotionally involved with her.  Was Michael one of 
those men?

Anne watched him tap a button on his cell phone.
“Edward, does the agent still want to talk to Anne?  Okay, we’ll be there in 

about an hour.”  Michael disconnected the call, then called Sheriff Miller.
“This is Michael Brandt.  Have you apprehended Charles Beatty?”
“I sent the SWAT team to his house this morning.  It was empty.  Found a 

neighbor who doesn’t think he’s lived there for weeks.  I’ve got every deputy on 
my team looking for the bastard.  We’ll get him.  Where the hell are you 
anyway?”

“Coming back.  Be there in an hour. Keep me updated.”
His next call was to Frankie.
“Hi, boss.  I heard we have a name for our perp.”
“His name is Charles Beatty.  I need you to find him.”
“Hansen told me early this morning that the SWAT team was going to hit his 

house.”
“They did, but no Beatty.  House was empty.  Find out where else he could 

be living, Frankie.”
“I’m on it, Boss.”
Michael disconnected the call and focused on the road.
“Who’s Frankie?”
“Frankie Douglas is a private investigator.  She’s done a lot of work for me in 

the past when I was a defense attorney.”
“What is Frankie doing for you now?”
Judging by her tone, Michael knew he could be in some trouble here.
“I might have hired her to protect you when you wouldn’t let me.  She's been 

watching your house every night.”  He glanced at Anne to study her reaction.
“What does she look like?”
“She’s a tall woman with blonde hair.”
“I think I’ve met Frankie, but she introduced herself to me as a deputy with 

the sheriff department.  Why would she do that?”
“She’s good with confidentiality.  I told her to keep this job under wraps.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you hired her to protect me?” Anne wanted to be a lot 

more annoyed than she was.  How can you be mad at a man whose goal is 
protecting your life?  “It would be refreshing if you’d involve me on decisions like 
this.”



“You’d already pushed me out.  Why would I think you would agree with me 
about hiring Frankie?  You’d already hired Lane Hansen.”

Anne shrugged and looked out the window.
“Have you and Frankie ever had a thing?”  She’d seen the tall, curvy blonde 

and she was gorgeous.  Jealousy shot through her like a gun.  The visual of him 
with another woman was unbearable.

"Is that jealousy I detect?"  Anne blushed and Michael continued. “Not a 
chance.  Anything between Frankie and me is strictly business.  She's damn 
good at what she does.  That's why I trusted her to protect you.”  He grasped her 
hand, intertwining his fingers with hers.

<><><>

Edward Casey welcomed them when they arrived at Michael’s office.  They 
sat around a small conference table as Edward’s secretary delivered hot cups of 
coffee.  Edward gazed at Anne, immediately recognizing her as the woman 
Michael asked him about at the bar.  No wonder Michael was so taken with her. 
She was gorgeous.

“I’m glad you arrived early.  I want to give you both an update,” Edward 
began.  “We were able to get a partial fingerprint from the neck of the killer's last 
victim, Richard Thompson.  The sheriff ran it through IAFIS, the national 
fingerprint and criminal history system.  Unfortunately, Charles Beatty is not in 
the system.  However, we now have a partial to match with his fingerprint once 
he's captured.”

Edward Casey noticed a man in a navy suit and white shirt standing in the 
doorway.  He stood and offered his hand to shake.

“You must be Agent Smith.”
Agent Smith shook his hand and gave a small nod of acknowledgement to 

the group, then sat at the only empty chair at the conference table.  He looked 
hard at Anne.

“The Bureau is now involved in the case, and I’ve been given the 
assignment," Smith said.  "We believe we have a serial killer at work.  It’s my job 
to catch him.”

“Are you saying the sheriff’s department is no longer involved in the case?” 
Michael asked.

“That’s correct.  The Bureau has more resources and manpower to deal with 
serial killers than the local police.  We’ll take it from here,” he said, before he 
turned to Anne.  "I understand that you have a theory about Charles Beatty.”

“Yes, I do.  He's an ex-employee, a computer technician who was furious 
about being fired from my company.  He worked on computers in the homes of 
two of the victims.  Both women had filed complaints about him.  His last victim, 
Richard Thompson, was his supervisor at the time of his firing.”  Anne swallowed 
hard and tried to force back the tears that formed at the thought that Richard and 
the others were dead.  It made her sick to her stomach.



“I’ll consider your theory as well as others.  I’m having a profile created by 
our Behavioral Analysis Unit.  I should receive that by tomorrow.”

“I’d like my office to have a copy of the profile.  Please get it to Edward,” 
Michael said.  “He’s the assigned prosecutor on this case.  We’ll also need the 
name of your profiler.  We may use him or her as a potential expert witness at 
the trial.”  Michael looked at Edward Casey, who nodded.  

“What information does the FBI have about Beatty?” asked Michael.
“Mr. Beatty does not have a criminal record, nor did he serve in the armed 

forces. He is thirty-six-years-old and divorced.  He attended college, but dropped 
out after six months.  He worked at one other computer company before joining 
Ms. Mason’s.  His parents are dead.  I’m not one hundred percent sure he is our 
killer.”

“But you’re still looking at him, right?”  Anne looked at the agent as if he had 
two heads.  How could he not be sure Beatty was the killer?  All signs pointed 
directly to him.

“Yes, I am.”  He gave his answer to the group.  Then he focused his attention 
back on Anne.  “Ms. Mason, if you are ready, I’d like to get our interview started.”

He slid a white sheet of paper across the table to Edward and Michael. 
“You’ll find my cell phone number and other contact information on this paper. 
You will also find the address of the office we’ve rented for this project.  This is 
where Anne's interview will take place.”

“Wait a minute. Why can’t your interview with Anne take place here in my 
offices?”  Michael demanded.  Narrowing his eyes, he glared at the agent.  There 
was no way he wanted Anne out of his sight.

“It’s a Bureau policy.  In addition, there are two other agents who will 
participate in the interview.  They’re waiting for us back at the office.”

Smith stood and motioned for Anne to join him.  “I’ll drive Ms. Mason back in 
a couple of hours.  We should be finished by no later than six o’clock.”

Michael watched them walk down the hall to the elevator.  He turned to 
Edward Casey. “I don’t like this a bit. Something just doesn't feel right.  If he 
doesn’t have her back by six o’clock, I’m going to kick his FBI ass.”

Edward chuckled as he left the room.  Michael turned his computer on to 
read his emails and get some work done while he waited.  Hours passed and he 
heard nothing from FBI Agent Smith.

Near the door, Michael’s fax machine hummed to announce the arrival of a 
new fax.  He ignored the sound until he heard the rustle of paper landing on the 
hardwood floor.  He bent down to retrieve the three-sheet fax. He picked up one 
page that made his heart stop.  He was looking at a photo of Charles Beatty, 
whose image was identical to that of FBI Agent Charles Smith.

He raced to Edward Casey’s office.  “Did you check out this FBI agent?”
“No.  Why would I?  He’s FBI.”
“He’s not FBI!”  Michael slammed the photo on Edward’s desk.  “You never 

asked to see his I.D.?  We just handed over Anne to the killer!   We have no idea 
where he took her.  Even though the office address he gave us may be phony, 
call the sheriff and get some deputies over to that office address ASAP.”



Michael rushed back to his office and retrieved his cell phone to call Frankie. 
“Frankie, Beatty has Anne.  He pretended to be an FBI Agent and took her 

from my office.  How can I find her?”
“Hold on while I get online and get into one of my programs.  There is a good 

chance I can track her by the GPS in her cell phone.  Where are you?” asked 
Frankie.

“I’m in my office.”
“Stay there.  I’m coming over.  Don’t take off by yourself.”

<><><>

Agent Smith led Anne to what he told her was the typical car issued by the 
Bureau, a white late-model Ford Taurus.  Pulling the seatbelt across her waist, 
she waited for him to start the engine.

Smith drove down Main Street then turned on Grant Street where there was 
a long line of shopping plazas and small businesses.  He didn’t talk, which was 
fine with Anne.  She just wanted to get to his office and get this interview over 
with.  Better yet, she wanted Charles Beatty apprehended and this damn 
nightmare to be over.

Before long, the agent pulled into what looked like an abandoned shopping 
plaza.  Anne shifted in her seat and asked, “This is where you rented an office?”

“Yes.  The Bureau has me on a tight budget and I got good rates on rent 
here.”

He drove to the back of the building and stopped near a loading ramp.  He 
got out of the car and moved around to the passenger door to open it for Anne.

“Come this way,” he said.  When they reached the back of the car, he 
motioned for her to wait.  “I need to get my briefcase out of the trunk.”

Anne scanned the empty parking lot and wondered why the FBI would 
choose such an isolated place for a temporary office.  Sudden, sharp pain fired 
from her neck then shot throughout her body.  She cried out as her legs 
collapsed and she dropped to the pavement.  Her entire body started jerking with 
agony as spasms racked her muscles.  What had he done to her, and why?

“It’s time to get you into the trunk, bitch.”  He scooped Anne up and dropped 
her into the trunk, then moved her legs and arms until she was lying in a fetal 
position.  Her vision blurred as paralysis overtook her muscles.  She heard the 
slamming of the trunk lid and darkness claimed her.

Exhaustion pulled at Anne as she struggled for consciousness.  She was still 
unable to fully process what had happened and where she was.  Sometime later, 
she remembered being in Agent Smith’s car.  They stopped.  Where was she?

<><><>

Frankie raced into his office, dropped her duffle bag on the floor, and handed 
Michael her cell phone.  “I’ve got her.  I was right; we can track her by the GPS in 



her cell phone.  Look at the display.  Right now she’s on Grant Street.”  He 
sprinted down the stairs with Frankie close behind until they reached his truck.

“What if he’s already killed her?”  Michael’s fingers tightened around the 
steering wheel as slivers of fear cut through him.  He didn’t know what he would 
do if Beatty hurt her.  Who was he kidding?  Beatty was a sick, angry bastard 
who had already killed three people he thought wronged him.  Anne was his next 
target.  Beatty wouldn’t hurt her.  He would kill her.  There was no doubt.  If she 
died, he vowed to personally track Beatty and there would be no need for a 
fucking trial.  The bastard would be eliminated and the world would be a better 
place.

“It’s not the way he works.  Remember, Michael, he kept Rachel Mitchell for 
over a month before he killed her.  We’ve got to keep believing we have time.” 
She scanned his face and wished she’d jumped into the driver seat first.  He 
looked like he was going to explode.  

"Yes, but he only had Cindy Barrett a month and Richard less than that.  He 
is escalating—and quickly."

Her cell phone vibrated and she fished it out of her purse.  She prayed it was 
Ted telling her that her hunch about Beatty renting a car for his disguise as an 
agent was on target.  She saw his name flash on the phone display.

“Ted, did you find out anything from the car rental agencies?” 
“We struck pay dirt.  The prick rented a 2006 white Ford Taurus.  License 

plate is Indiana 475 BBB.  Did you get that?”
“Yes.  Now do me a favor and call Sheriff Miller and give him this information. 

We’re tracking her by GPS now.”  She looked at her cell phone display.  “She’s 
leaving Council Street heading toward State Route 41.”

“No problem.  Be safe, Frankie.”
"Always."
Michael touched her arm and said, “Don’t disconnect.  Get Ted to check the 

property records online in public records.  See if Beatty had any recent real 
estate transactions.  The SWAT team found his house empty, but he has to be 
living somewhere.”

<><><>

Anne tried to shift to a more comfortable position.  The thick cloud of 
confusion abandoned her brain, leaving comprehension in its wake.  It was very 
dark, but she realized she was in the trunk of Agent Smith’s car.  Thank God, he 
hadn’t tied her up.  She could hear the road beneath her, bumps in the pavement 
jarring her body.  Why in the hell would a FBI Agent put her in the trunk of his 
car?  It made no sense.

Anne regained feeling in her arms and legs.  She stretched her fingers as 
well as her arms and legs as much as she could in the small space.  She must 
get to her purse.  Her cell phone was in there as was her container of pepper 
spray and her Glock.  The strap still crossed her body but the purse itself was 



somewhere behind her.  She moved her hands behind herself as far as they 
would stretch, but found no purse.  Where had it gone?

She tried rolling to her right side, but the small trunk permitted little 
movement.  Pushing as far as she could, she extended her arms behind her 
body again searching for the purse.  At last, she felt the strap.  Inch by inch, she 
pulled the purse closer.  Soon she could feel the sewn edge of the purse. 
Suddenly the car stopped, slamming her face against the hard metal frame of the 
trunk.

<><><>

"Frankie, Sheriff Miller gave me your message and I'm in pursuit."  Deputy 
Lane Hansen growled.  “Where are you?”

Frankie held her cell phone to her ear.  “We’re on State Road 41 going south. 
We’re in Michael Brandt's truck and we just passed Route 234.”

“Okay, I’m about seven miles behind you.  I’m turning the siren on now to 
pass these cars so I can gain more speed.  Hope to catch up with you soon.  Any 
idea where he’s headed?”

“Not a clue.”

<><><>

Charles Beatty opened the car trunk and peered inside.  “Why Anne, how did 
you get a bloody nose?  Too fucking bad, bitch.  I stopped to check on you to 
make sure you were all right.  I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you before 
we get to the house.  I have that private party planned for the two of us.  I’ve 
waited a long time for this.  Now keep on being a good girl so I don’t have to use 
the stun gun on you again.”

He slammed the trunk lid, and before long the car was moving, and Anne 
heard the road sounds again.

Private party?  Waiting a long time?  My God, he’s not a FBI agent.  He’s 
Charles Beatty!  Panic like she’d never known before welled in her throat. She 
began to shake as terrifying images of his plans for her formed in her mind.  He 
would kill her like he did the others.  She had to choke back the bile that rose in 
her throat.

Anger soon replaced the fear.  This sick bastard killed one of her best friends 
and two innocent women.  Like Michael said, she had no time to be afraid; she 
needed to plan how she’d stop him.  The first item on her plan was to get her cell 
phone out of her purse to call for help.  Moving her hands behind her as far as 
they would stretch, she felt the edge of her purse.  Carefully, Anne tried to secure 
the purse by embedding her long fingernails in the sewn edge and pressing down 
against the flooring.  It moved slightly.  She clawed at it until it moved closer. 
Feeling an opening, she moved her fingers inside.  A painful cramp claimed her 
arm.



He would kill her.  Anne knew it.  She was going to die.  Her mind was a swirl 
of memories.  Her first day at school—her grandmother teaching her to ride a 
bicycle—graduating from college—spending time with Marion—the first time 
Michael made love to her.

Michael.  There were so many things about Michael she loved, like his fierce 
need to protect her, the way he smiled when he told her about his favorite things, 
and his mischievous expression when he teased her.  She imagined his eyes 
filled with desire when they made love.

Why hadn't she told him she was in love with him?  She had every 
opportunity to tell him in Savannah, but she hadn’t.  Now she may never get the 
chance.

<><><>

Michael pressed the speaker button on his cell phone.  Ted’s voice filled the 
car.

“Michael, your idea to check public records was a good one.  Beatty’s 
maternal grandmother died two months ago and he inherited her old farm house 
outside of Bainbridge.  He’s trying to sell it so I’m looking at the house now on the 
realtor’s site on the Internet.  The house is located just before you reach 
Bainbridge on State Road 36.  There is a white mailbox with the name ‘Griffin’ 
painted in large black letters.  There's also a realtor sign in the front yard.”

“That has to be where he's headed.  Anything else?”  Michael’s pulse kicked 
up a notch.  He now had a chance of finding the bastard before he hurt Anne.

“Yeah, the house is about a quarter mile off the road.  The left side section of 
the property is wooded.  You should be able to approach the house by foot 
without him seeing you.”

Michael disconnected the call and glanced at Frankie.
“State Road 36 is about fifteen minutes away.”  She reached for her duffle 

bag in the back seat.  Unzipping it, she pulled out her Glock and slipped an extra 
magazine in her pocket.  She tucked the pistol in her shoulder holster, and 
looked at Michael.  “Do you have your gun with you?”

In response, Michael opened his jacket, revealing the revolver tucked into the 
waistband of his jeans.  “We’ll drive by his house first and get a sense of the 
layout of the property.  Then we’ll hide the truck and approach on foot.”

“Looking forward to it.”  Frankie looked straight ahead, her brows drawn 
together in an angry frown.  She pulled out her cell to call Deputy Hansen.

“Hansen, we’ve got a location.”
“No shit.  How’d you pull that off?”
“I just used some superior investigative skills.”   She couldn’t resist needling 

him. She knew he was on the SWAT Team who discovered Beatty’s house was 
empty.  Lane and every other deputy in the department were looking for Beatty, 
but with no success.

“Sure you did.  Where is he headed?”



“He’s taking State Road 36 toward Bainbridge.  Look for a farm house just 
before you get to town on the right side of the road.  There is a white mailbox 
near the road with the name ‘Griffin’ painted in large black letters. There's also a 
realtor sign in the front yard.”

“Okay. Got it.”
“One more thing, Hansen.”
“What’s that?”
“Turn off your damn siren. The nut job may panic and kill Anne if he hears 

you coming. We’re driving past the house then hiding the truck in the woods. 
We’re approaching the house on foot.”

“You’re not doing a damn thing until I get there.  Do you understand?  You 
know what I've told you about backup.”   Lane disconnected the call and 
chuckled.  If there was one thing that made him hot for a woman, it was a sassy 
attitude.  And this woman had more attitude and sass than anyone he’d ever met.

<><><>

Anne felt the car turn onto what felt like a gravel road. Her body bumped 
around in the trunk until her teeth rattled.  It wasn’t long until the car and the 
sound of the motor stopped.

Clutching the container of pepper spray in hand, her body stiffened as she 
waited for the trunk lid to open.  She heard footsteps, and then heard the latch of 
the trunk lid as it twisted.  He pushed the lid up and looked at Anne.  She lay very 
still, until he pulled at her arm.  Pointing the pepper spray container at his face, 
she pressed down on the button as hard as she could.  Beatty screamed as the 
toxic spray gushed into his face.  He knocked the container out of her hand.  Pain 
exploded in her left jaw as Beatty backhanded her.  Blood sprayed from her nose 
and lips.  She waited for another blow but he dropped to the ground rubbing his 
eyes and cursing.

Pulling herself to a sitting position, she was surprised at how weak she felt. 
She got herself out of the trunk and tried to stand but her rubbery legs refused to 
hold her up and she dropped to the ground near Beatty.  He grabbed her arm 
and she kicked him in the mid-section.  Her gun.  Where was her gun?  She 
rummaged through the purse to find it.  God, she was so stupid.  Why hadn't she 
located it before and had it ready to use?

She saw his stun gun just before the probes hit her neck.  For a second, it 
felt like a horse kicked her, a very large horse.  Her legs collapsed and she 
dropped to the ground.  Her entire body started jerking with agony as spasms 
racked her muscles.  Her legs crumbled and darkness gripped her.

<><><>

Michael slowed the truck when he saw a white mailbox with large black 
lettering and a realtor sign.  He scanned the property as they passed.  A white 
ramshackle farm house with a front porch stood about a quarter-mile from the 



road.  There was a single light that shone from the front window.  A white Taurus 
was parked at the side of the house.

He noticed a wooded area ahead on the right and turned onto a dirt road that 
led into the woods.  Once he parked under a huge oak tree, he leapt from the 
truck.  Frankie grabbed her duffle bag, raced around the truck, and grabbed the 
back of Michael's jacket.

“Hold on, Michael.  We can’t go in yet, we have to wait for Hansen.  Besides, 
if Beatty sees us, it will turn into a hostage situation or worse.  You have to calm 
down.  Losing control is not going to help Anne.”

“Go to hell,” he growled, then thought more about what she said.  Shit.  She 
was right.  This was personal and he wasn’t thinking like the cop he used to be. 
He’d seen too many raids that went to hell because a cop got emotional, jumped 
the gun, and headed in too soon.  He knew better than to let his emotions take 
over.

Frankie watched him as he struggled for control.  Relieved, she unzipped her 
duffle bag and pulled out a pair of binoculars and handed them to him.  “Come 
on, Boss, let’s do some surveillance.”

They both crouched and entered the deep of the woods.  Though trying to 
move quietly, the dried leaves covering the ground made it difficult.  Soon they 
saw the house in the distance.  Michael aimed Frankie’s binoculars toward the 
building.  There was no movement.  Beatty’s car was still parked at the side of 
the house, and the only light glowed from the front window.  Michael was 
impatient for nightfall so he could get closer.  He crouched near a tree and 
waited.

It was his fault, Michael thought.  He should have locked her up someplace 
safe and lost the key until the bastard was caught.  He promised Anne he would 
protect her.  Instead, he had handed her over to the killer.  How could he be such 
an idiot?  If anything happened to her, he would have to live with it, and he would 
personally track Beatty down if it took the rest of his life. 

Frankie sat on the ground cross-legged, several yards behind a tree to give 
Michael some space.  He'd calmed down somewhat, but was still riding an 
emotional roller coaster.  She hoped that by the time they moved in, he was 
using his analytical cop brain.

Frankie heard a car motor sound in the distance and looked at Michael to 
see if he heard it, too.  He nodded.  Soon she received a text from Lane Hansen 
ordering her to meet him back at his car.

<><><>

Anne tried to move and caught herself in a groan.  Her head throbbed and 
every muscle in her body was in revolt.  She felt achy and exhausted.  She tried 
to open her eyes, but only her right eye would cooperate.  The other was swollen 
shut.  She tried to move her arms, but couldn’t.  She was sitting in a hard, 
wooden chair with her hands bound behind her back with rope. 



The room was dark and smelled of mold and mildew.  There was a light 
coming from a room to her right and she saw Beatty bending over a sink, 
splashing water in his eyes.  Next to the room was an open door to a stairwell.

Anne noticed the faint glow of a computer monitor on an old desk in the 
room, along with an ancient, dirty sofa and chair.  Her purse was slung across 
the chair.  If she could just free her hands, she could get the purse and the gun 
inside.

She wiggled her fingers.  The rope binding her hands was not as tight as it 
could have been and she was thankful.  Beatty must have been rushing to tie her 
up so he could tend to the pepper spray burning his eyes.  Focusing on her legs, 
she realized she could move them freely.  They were not bound.

Scrubbing a towel across his face, his eyes red and tearing, Beatty moved 
toward her.  “You bitch!”  He shouted.  “You’ll pay for that.”

“Go to hell, you sick bastard!” she spat.  Her mood was veering sharply to 
anger as she scratched at the knot in the rope binding her hands.  He’s damn 
lucky she grabbed the pepper spray instead of her gun.

“If I go to hell, you’ll be there to greet me.  You and your company buddies. 
Did you really think you’d get away with what you did to me?”

“So you got fired.  Happens all the time.  Deal with it.”  Did the sick freak 
think he was the only one who ever lost his job?  Christ, most people in the 
workforce had lost at least one job in their careers.  Self-obsessed bastard.

“You freaking bitch.  I lost everything when I got fired.  Everything!”  He 
screamed so loud her ears rang, spittle sprayed her face and his stale breath 
assailed her senses. 

"Come off it.  Do you think you're the only person in the world to get fired?"
"You unsympathetic bitch.  You, with your pampered life, have no clue.  Have 

you ever lost everything?  I mean everything."
Getting him angry wasn’t helping anything, Anne needed to calm him down 

and keep him talking.  It would buy her time.  She prayed Michael and the police 
were looking for her.  It was way past the time Beatty said he would return her.

“I don’t understand.”  She focused on using her most calming voice, speaking 
slowly and softly.  “Please tell me what happened.  Tell me what you lost.”

Beatty glared at her for a moment then sat down on the dirty stuffed chair 
she’d noticed and flung her purse aside.  He just sat there for what seemed like 
infinity, just staring and saying nothing.

<><><>

The second Frankie disappeared from his sight, Michael bolted toward the 
house, his long legs moving faster than they had since his football days.  He 
crouched at the edge of the front window and peered inside.  No one was in 
sight, so he quietly moved to the front door and twisted the knob.  It was locked. 
He pulled out a credit card and swiped. 

Smiling at his good fortune and Beatty’s lack of security, he pushed the door 
open and crept inside.  He listened but heard nothing, so he moved down a 



hallway, his revolver pointing toward the floor.  Once he cleared the first small 
bedroom and closet, he inched toward the next doorway.  The second bedroom 
and closet were also empty.  He backed down the hall until he reached a kitchen 
and cleared it.  There was nothing left to search but a small, glassed-in back 
porch and it was also empty.  Where in the hell had Beatty taken Anne?

The night was now pitch black and he paused for his eyes to adjust as he 
walked in the backyard.  Pulling out a flashlight, he waved it slowly around the 
yard.  He noted a child’s rusty swing set, a wheelbarrow and a clothesline.  He 
took a couple of steps forward and aimed the light.  An ancient storm cellar came 
to view, and Michael raced toward it.  The storm cellar had probably protected 
inhabitants of the house from violent weather that raked across the flat farmland 
since the forties.  He grasped the handle of one of the angled doors and pulled. 
It creaked loudly as it opened to reveal a stairwell with worn, wooden steps.  A 
light shone through the door beyond the landing.  He could hear Beatty shouting.

Michael’s heart felt like it was beating out of his chest.  One wrong move, and 
both he and Anne could die.  He was an idiot for not waiting for backup, but he 
couldn’t wait a second longer.  He couldn’t be that one second too late and find 
her dead.

Michael soundlessly took the stairs one step at a time, pausing to listen as he 
went.  Midway, he heard voices and he strained to hear.  On the landing, he 
pressed his body against a wall and twisted to see.  Anne was tied to a chair in 
the center of the dirty room.  Her face was bloody and a dark bruise covered her 
cheek.  He gritted his teeth as anger shot through him.  Beatty stood in front of 
her, screaming about something at the top of his lungs. 

“When I lost my fucking job, I lost everything.  I couldn’t find another one in 
this economy, and my wife left me and took my baby with her.  They’re 
foreclosing on my house.  All because of those bitches who complained.  Who 
were they kidding?  They were asking for it.”

“Put your hands above your head, Beatty.  It’s over,” Michael growled as he 
aimed his gun at Beatty’s chest.

Beatty whirled around to face him, and then flew behind Anne’s chair.
“Drop your gun or I kill her.”  He pulled a knife from his pocket and pressed 

the blade to Anne’s throat.
“Take the shot, Michael.  Shoot him!”  Anne screamed.
He hesitated.  Beatty was not very tall and Michael could barely see his chest 

above Anne’s head.  It was too dangerous to take the shot.  What if he missed 
Beatty and shot Anne?

“This is even better than what I planned for you, bitch.  You can watch me kill 
your boyfriend before I end your worthless life.”  

“Take the shot, honey.  I know you can do it.”  Her voice was oddly calm and 
low.

Michael shook his head.  The shot was still too dangerous to take.
Suddenly, she threw all of her weight to the left and the chair toppled down 

before Beatty could stop it.  Michael aimed his gun and without hesitation fired. 
Blood sprayed from Beatty’s chest as he fell to the floor. 



<><><>

The blast of the gun echoed through the woods.  Frankie and Lane raced 
toward the house and entered through the front door.  Frankie covered Lane as 
he cleared each room.  Where had the gunshot come from?  They moved to the 
backyard.

Michael ran to the overturned chair, untied Anne’s hands and pulled her into 
his arms.  She tightened her arms around him as if she couldn’t get close 
enough.  Relief like she’d never known flowed through her.  It was over.  The 
nightmare was over.

“Honey, let me look at you.  Where are you hurt?”  He looked into her face 
and brushed the hair from her eyes.  There was blood caked around her mouth 
and nose.  One eye was swollen completely shut.

“I’m okay, Michael.  There’s something I need to tell you.  Something I should 
have told you long ago.”

<><><>

Holding her small flashlight above her Glock, Frankie aimed a stream of light 
on the storm cellar and noticed one of the doors was open.  Lane was right 
behind her as she ran toward it.  She slowed down as she reached the stairwell 
and took each step one at a time as she pointed her flashlight below.  The fourth 
or fifth step moved slightly beneath her feet, nearly throwing her off balance.  She 
dropped down a few more steps and turned to warn Lane, but it was too late.  His 
weight caused the step to collapse, his gun exploded, and his body slammed into 
Frankie, sending them both flying down the rest of the steps.

On the landing, Lane pulled himself up and whispered, “Frankie, are you all 
right?”  She didn’t move or answer.  Bending down, he focused his flashlight on 
her.  Frankie was lying on her side, still not moving.  He gently pulled her onto 
her back.  That was when he saw the blood spreading near her shoulder.  

“God, no,” he cried.  He pressed his fingers on her wrist to feel her pulse. 
She was still alive but unconscious.  Lane pulled his cell phone out of his pants 
pocket and called for an ambulance and backup.  He ripped off his jacket, took 
off his shirt, then sat on a step and scooped her onto his lap.  Lane pressed his 
shirt to her shoulder to stop the blood flow and held Frankie.

“Sweetheart, wake up.  Do you hear me Frankie, wake up.”  Lane kissed the 
top of her head and pulled her closer.

Michael and Anne appeared in the doorway.
“What happened?”
“The step gave way, my gun went off and we fell down the rest of the stairs. 

She’s been shot.  I called for help.”  Lane reached for her wrist.  Her pulse was 
slow but Frankie was still alive.   He looked at Michael.  “Where’s Beatty?”

“He’s no longer a concern."



<><><>

Frankie was having the oddest dream.  She was in a dark stairway, walking 
down a series of steps when suddenly she tripped, but instead of falling, her 
body lifted into flight.  Then, like a sports instant replay, she was back in the dark 
stairway walking down the steps, falling then flying.  This continued for at least 
five cycles until she decided it was time to wake up.  As dreams go, this one was 
getting boring.

She yawned and opened her eyes to look around the room.  Where was 
she?  Frankie noticed a doorway then saw a nurse hurry past.  She was in a 
hospital.  With another glance around the room, she noticed she was not alone. 
Lane Hansen, in a navy sweater and faded jeans, was fast asleep in a chair 
close to her bed.  He was holding her hand.  It seemed so odd to her that this 
huge man could hold her hand so gently as if he might hurt her, even while 
asleep.

Why was Lane Hansen in her room?  And why was he holding her hand? 
Frankie felt pain near her shoulder and tried to pull her other hand up to soothe it. 
But her hand was trapped by a sea of tubing, attached to fluid-filled bags hanging 
overhead.

“Frankie, are you awake?”  Lane whispered.  He jumped to his feet and bent 
over her.

She nodded and watched as genuine relief and something else crossed his 
face.  A strange light flickered in his eyes.

“I have to get a nurse.  I’ll be right back.” 
Lane returned a short time later with a tall, thin nurse in tow. 
“Hey, look who’s awake,” the nurse said with a smile.  
“How long have I been here?” Frankie asked.
“You and your handsome man have been here for three days.  See if you 

can talk him into going home and getting some solid sleep, will you?”  She typed 
something on the tablet she carried, and on her way out, promised to tell the 
doctor Frankie was awake.

Frankie was confused.  Why was the nurse calling Lane Hansen her 
handsome man?  And why had he slept in her room for three days?

“What happened, Lane?  Why am I here?”
“Do you remember looking for Beatty?  We heard a gunshot. He had a storm 

cellar behind his house.  We thought Beatty had Anne Mason in the cellar.  You 
went down the stairs first.  When I followed you, one of the steps collapsed, my 
gun went off and . . .”

“Oh, God, I remember.  I turned to tell you about the step, but it was too late.”
Lane nodded, his eyes filled with guilt.
“So that’s why my shoulder hurts.  You shot me.”
“Baby, I’m so sorry.”  He looked so miserable, Frankie's heart ached.
“Lane, I don’t expect you to have the superb marksmanship skills I have, but 

you might want to squeeze in some shooting practice,” she chided him with a 
grin.



“Oh, yeah?  When you get well, I intend to hit you up for some lessons.”  The 
tension lifted and he visibly sighed with relief.  

“You mean ‘hit on me’.”
“Yeah, that too.”
“Is that a present?” she asked, pointing to a white box with a blue bow on the 

floor next to his chair.
He smiled and placed the box on her lap then helped her open it.
“Is that . . .?  This is the sweetest gift anyone has ever given me.”  She 

teared up for just a second.
Inside wrapped in tissue was a brand-new, pale pink bullet-proof vest.
“Thanks, Lane.  If I’m going to give you shooting lessons, I’m going to need 

this.”
"Are not."
"Am, too."

<><><>

Michael pulled his truck up to the hospital entrance just as a nurse pushed 
Anne toward him in a wheelchair.  He scooped her up in his arms and put her in 
the passenger seat.

Once in the driver seat, he turned to Anne, “So you’re just fine, huh?  You 
only have a broken nose, an eye that was swollen shut, scratches and cuts all 
over your body and a concussion.  Only a three-day hospital stay.”

"Okay, Michael.  You were right to insist I come here—this time."  Anne rolled 
her eyes at him and looked away.  She was sure she looked like something the 
cat dragged in.  Once she pulled down the visor to look in the small mirror, she 
saw she was right.

“Where do you want me to take you?”  Michael started the truck and looked 
at her expectantly.

“Wherever you are going to be,” she blurted out.  There it was.  She’d said it. 
There wasn't a place on earth she wanted to be without Michael.  They'd gone 
through so much.  She couldn't stand the thought of being separated from him 
again.

“What?  Are you saying what I hope you're saying?" he asked.
“Remember when you told me about your favorite things and then I told you 

mine?”
“Yes, but what does that have to do with . . .?”
“I want to amend my favorite things list.”  Anne interrupted.   “My favorite 

things are dancing in the dark and sharing long, hot kisses with a man who sends 
heat through my body from my head to my toes.  But there is nothing to compare 
with making love for days with the man who has saved my life more than once. 
You are that man.  I love you, Michael.  I should have told you a long time ago.  I 
love you.”

Michael pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly on the lips.  “Honey, 
you’re the woman my mom always said I’d find.  I’ve been looking for you for my 
whole life, and I love you so much, I’m never letting you go.”



“Is that a proposal?”
“Yes.  Will you marry me?”
“In a heartbeat."
“What do you think about eloping?  Let’s get married and honeymoon in 

Savannah.”
“That’s the best idea I’ve ever heard.  When?”
The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile.  “As soon as I can get us to the 

airport and get a flight.”

<><><>



Dear Reader:

If you liked Deadly Offerings, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy this 
book, too, by recommending it to your friends on Goodreads or by writing an honest, 
positive review on Amazon, B&N, Smashwords, etc.  

If you do write a review, please send me an email at alexagrace@cfl.rr.com.  I’d 
like to add you to my e-newsletter list so that you can get updates about upcoming 
releases first and get information about free ebooks.

Thank you.

Alexa Grace

P.S.  If you should find a mistake . . .  I always strive to write the best book possible 
and use a team of beta readers as well as an editor prior to publication.  But goofs slip 
through.  If something slipped past us, please let me know by writing to me at 
alexagrace@cfl.rr.com.  Thank you.

<><><>



Other Books by Alexa Grace

From bestselling author, Alexa Grace, The Deadly Trilogy, three books with non-
stop suspense and a healthy dose of toe-curling passion will have you holding your 
breath from the first page to the last.  

Deadly Deception - Book Two — Enter the disturbing world of illegal adoptions, 
baby trafficking and murder with new detective Lane Hansen and private investigator 
Frankie Douglas.  Going undercover as husband and wife, Lane and Frankie struggle to 
keep their relationship strictly professional as their sizzling passion threatens to burn out 
of control.  Can they keep passion in control long enough to take down two murderers?

Deadly Relations - Book Three — Detective Jennifer Brennan, still haunted by her 
abduction five years ago, devotes her life to serve and protect others. Love is the last 
thing on her mind, but will it find her after three young women go missing and are found 
murdered on her watch? She vows to find the killer—or die trying.

Alexa Grace's Deadly Trilogy Boxed Set — With more than 600 five-star reviews, 
it's time for you to discover the three Deadly Trilogy books: Deadly Offerings, Deadly 
Deception and Deadly Relations.

Deadly Holiday (A Deadly Trilogy Christmas Novella) — Deadly Holiday is a 
fast-paced, suspenseful novella that will touch your heart.  It's part of The Deadly Trilogy 
and can be read as a stand-alone novella. If you liked the books of The Deadly Trilogy: 
Deadly Offerings, Deadly Deception and Deadly Relations, you'll LOVE this nail-biting, 
holiday-themed novella where the characters return to search for a lost boy, fight breast 
cancer, deal with the personal financial impact of a bad economy, and seek a Christmas 
miracle.

<><><>



Available in the spring 2013

Profile of Evil
Book One of the Profile Trilogy

Carly Stone is a brilliant FBI agent who's seen more than her share of evil.  Leaving 
the agency, she becomes a consultant for Indiana County Sheriff Brody Chase.  He 
needs her help to catch a savage killer who is luring teenage girls to their death in his 
community.

The two are determined to stop a dangerous predator before he takes another life 
— at any cost.



Excerpt from Profile of Evil
He pulled up in front of a two-story gray house in a nice neighborhood with palm 

trees lining the streets.  Flicking on the interior car light, he checked the address he'd 
been given.  It was the correct address, so he parked his rental car in the driveway. 
There were lights on inside the house, which was encouraging, for he had a critical need 
to talk to the resident.

Impatiently, he rang the doorbell several times, and then pounded his fist against 
the front door.  Damn it.  He had not come all the way from Indiana to Florida to miss 
talking with this guy.  He had to be home.  He desperately needed his help before 
another teenage girl lost her life.  Sheriff Tim Brennan had written to him about how 
good this guy was. And if Brennan recommended him, he had to be excellent.  He 
hammered at the door again, and then peeked in the front window.  There was no one 
inside, but from his position he could see open sliding glass doors leading to the 
backyard.  

From the side yard, he opened the iron gate to the back of the house.  The second 
he entered the backyard, he noticed a woman diving into an Olympic-sized pool. 
Transfixed, he watched her as she swam to the far end of the pool, and then kicked off 
to swim to the other end, this time on her back.  Her body, slick from the water, glowed 
in the moonlight.  The tiny glittering lights surrounding the pool made her look ethereal 
as she sliced through the water.

He should do the gentlemanly thing and leave, but he couldn't move.  His frozen 
legs seemed attached to the ground.  He could barely breathe as she lifted herself out of 
the water.  With long black hair as shiny as glass, she had an athletic build, with full, 
uplifted breasts, curved hips and endless legs.  His jeans grew tighter as his arousal 
strained against the zipper.

Moving to a deck chair, she wrapped a white towel around her body—then picked 
up a serious-looking handgun that she pointed straight at his chest.

"I don't know who you are or why you're in my yard, but I've got a little secret I'd like 
to share with you," she began.  "In the past two years, I've shot two men.  Neither man is 
here to talk about it."

He stiffened as a wave of apprehension hit him full-force.  He'd been shot before, 
remembered it well, and had no desire to repeat the experience.  He cleared his throat 
and said, "I apologize if I frightened you.  I pounded on the front door but no one 
answered."

"That doesn't tell me who you are and why you're here," she returned, assuming 
one of the best shooting stances he'd ever seen.

He hesitated for a second, and then responded, "I'm Sheriff Brody Chase from 
Morel, Indiana, in Shawnee County.  I'm here to see Carl Stone."

She quirked her eyebrow questioningly, and asked, "Who told you Carl Stone lived 
here?"

"A fellow Indiana county sheriff gave me your name and address in an email.  Tim 
Brennan's his name," he replied.  

She slowly lowered the gun.  "Sounds like Sheriff Brennan made a typo.  It's Carly 
Stone that you're looking for.  Why do you want to talk to me?"

<><><>
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