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Chapter 1
Merle T. Johnson sat on the ripped vinyl seat of a stool in Annie's
Cafe, five miles north of Friendly. He

lingered over a lukewarm root beer, half listening to the scratchy
country number piping out from Annie's

portable radio. "A woman was born to be hurt" was the lament of
Nashville's latest hopeful. Merle didn't know enough about women to
disagree.

He was on his way back to Friendly after checking out a complaint
on one of the neighboring ranches.

Sheep-stealing, he thought as he chugged down more root beer.
Might've been exciting if there'd been

anything to it. Potts was getting too old to know how many sheep he
had in the first place. Sheriff knew

there was nothing to it, Merle thought glumly. Sitting in the dingy little
cafe with the smell of fried

hamburgers and onions clinging to the air, Merle bemoaned the
injustice of it. There was nothing more

exciting in Friendly, New Mexico, than hauling in old Silas when he
got drunk and disorderly on Saturday

nights. Merle T. Johnson had been born too late. If it had been the
1880s instead of the 1980s, he'd have

had a chance to face desperados, ride in a posse, face off a
gunslinger—the things deputies were supposed



to do. And here he was, he told himself fatalistically, nearly twenty-
four years old, and the biggest arrest he had made was pulling in the
Kramer twins for busting up the local pool hall. Merle scratched his
upper lip

where he was trying, without much success, to grow a respectable
mustache. The best part of his life was

behind him, he decided, and he'd never be more than a deputy in a
forgotten little town, chasing imaginary

sheep thieves.

If just once somebody'd rob the bank. He dreamed over this a
minute, picturing himself in a high-speed

chase and shootout. That would be something, yessiree. He'd have
his picture in the paper, maybe a flesh

wound in the shoulder. The idea became more appealing. He could
wear a sling for a few days. Now, if the

sheriff would only let him carry a gun...

"Merle T., you gonna pay for that drink or sit there dreaming all day?"
Merle snapped back to reality and got hastily to his feet. Annie stood
watching him with her hands on her ample hips. She had small, dark

eyes, florid skin and an amazing thatch of strawberry-colored hair.
Merle was never at his best with women.

"Gotta get back," he muttered, fumbling for his wallet. "Sheriff needs
my report." Annie gave a quick snort and held out her hand, damp
palm up. After she snatched the crumpled bill, Merle headed out
without

asking for his change.



The sun was blinding and brilliant. Merle automatically narrowed his
eyes against it. It bounced off the road surface in waves that
shimmered almost like liquid. But the day was hot and dusty. On
both sides of the

ribbon of road stretched nothing but rock and sand and a few tough
patches of grass. There was no cloud

to break the strong, hard blue of the sky or filter the streaming white
light of the sun. He pulled the rim of his hat down over his brow as
he headed for his car, wishing he'd had the nerve to ask Annie for
his

change. His shirt was damp and sticky before he reached for the
door handle. Merle saw the sun radiate off

the windshield and chrome of an oncoming car. It was still a mile
away, he judged idly as he watched it

tool up the long, straight road. He continued to watch its progress
with absentminded interest, digging in his pocket for his keys. As it
drew closer his hand remained in his pocket. His eyes grew wide.

That's some car! he thought in stunned admiration.

One of the fancy foreign jobs, all red and flashy. It whizzed by
without pausing, and Merle's head whipped

around to stare after it. Oo-wee! he thought with a grin. Some car.
Must have been doing seventy easy.

Probably has one of those fancy dashboards with— Seventy!

Springing into his car, Merle managed to get the keys out of his
pocket and into the ignition. He flipped on his siren and peeled out,
spitting gravel and smoking rubber. He was in heaven. Phil had been
driving more



than eighty miles nonstop. During the early part of the journey, he'd
held an involved conversation on the

car phone with his producer in L.A. He was annoyed and tired. The
dustcolored scenery and endless flat

road only annoyed him further. Thus far, the trip had been a total
waste. He'd checked out five different

towns in southwest New Mexico, and none of them had suited his
needs. If his luck didn't change, they

were going to have to use a set after all. It wasn't his style. When
Phillip Kincaid directed a film, he was a stickler for authenticity. Now
he was looking for a tough, dusty little town that showed wear
around the

edges. He wanted peeling paint and some grime. He was looking for
the kind of place everyone planned to

leave and no one much wanted to come back to.

Phil had spent three long hot days looking, and nothing had satisfied
him. True, he'd found a couple of

sand-colored towns, a little faded, a little worse for wear, but they
hadn't had the right feel. As a director—

a highly successful director of American films—Phillip Kincaid relied
on gut reaction before he settled down to refining angles. He needed
a town that gave him a kick in the stomach. And he was running
short on

time.

Already Huffman, the producer, was getting antsy, pushing to start
the studio scenes. Phil was cursing



himself again for not producing the film himself when he cruised by
Annie's Cafe. He had stalled Huffman

for another week, but if he didn't find the right town to represent New
Chance, he would have to trust his

location manager to find it. Phil scowled down the endless stretch of
road. He didn't trust details to anyone but himself. That, and his
undeniable talent, were the reasons for his success at the age of
thirty-four. He was tough, critical and volatile, but he treated each of
his films as though it were a child requiring endless care and
patience. He wasn't always so understanding with his actors.

He heard the wail of the siren with mild curiosity. Glancing in the
mirror, Phil saw a dirty, dented police car that might have been white
at one time. It was bearing down on him enthusiastically. Phil swore,
gave

momentary consideration to hitting the gas and leaving the
annoyance with his dust, then resignedly pulled

over. The blast of heat that greeted him when he let down the
window did nothing to improve his mood.

Filthy place, he thought, cutting the engine. Grimy dust hole. He
wished for his own lagoonlike pool and a

long, cold drink.

Elated, Merle climbed out of his car, ticket book in hand. Yessiree, he
thought again, this was some

machine. About the fanciest piece he'd seen outside the TV.
Mercedes, he noted, turning the sound of it

over in his mind. French, he decided with admiration. Holy cow, he'd
stopped himself a French car not two

miles out of town. He'd have a story to tell over a beer that night.



The driver disappointed him a bit at first. He didn't look foreign or
even rich. Merle's glance passed

ignorantly over the gold Swiss watch to take in the T-shirt and jeans.
Must be one of those eccentrics, he

concluded. Or maybe the car was stolen. Merle's blood began to
pound excitedly. He looked at the man's

face.

It was lean and faintly aristocratic, with well-defined bones and a
long, straight nose. The mouth was

unsmiling, even bored. He was clean shaven with the suggestion of
creases in his cheeks. His hair seemed a

modest brown; it was a bit long and curled over his ears. In the
tanned face the eyes were an arresting

clear water blue. They were both bored and annoyed and, if Merle
had been able to latch on the word,

aloof. He wasn't Merle's image of a desperate foreign-car thief.
"Yes?"

The single frosty syllable brought Merle back to business. "In a
hurry?" he asked, adopting what the sheriff would have called his
tough-cop stance.

"Yes."

The answer made Merle shift his feet. "License and registration," he
said briskly, then leaned closer to the window as Phil reached in the
glove compartment. ' 'Glory be, look at the dash! It's got everything
and then some. A phone, a phone right there in the car. Those
French guys are something." Phil sent him a mild

glance. "German," he corrected, handing Merle the registration.



"German?" Merle frowned doubtfully. "You sure?"

"Yes." Slipping his license out of his wallet, Phil passed it through the
open window. The heat was pouring in.

Merle accepted the registration. He was downright sure Mercedes
was a French name. "This your car?" he asked suspiciously.

"As you can see by the name on the registration," Phil returned
coolly, a sure sign that his temper was frayed around the edges.

Merle was reading the registration at his usual plodding speed. "You
streaked by Annie's like a bat out of

—" He broke off, remembering that the sheriff didn't hold with
swearing on the job. "I stopped you for excessive speed. Clocked
you at seventy-two. I bet this baby rides so smooth you never
noticed."

"As a matter of fact, I didn't." Perhaps if he hadn't been angry to
begin with, perhaps if the heat hadn't been rolling unmercifully into
the car, Phil might have played his hand differently. As Merle began
to write up the ticket Phil narrowed his eyes. ' 'Just how do I know
you clocked me at all?'

"I was just coming out of Annie's when you breezed by," Merle said
genially. His forehead creased as he formed the letters. "If I'd waited
for my change, I wouldn't have seen you." He grinned, pleased with
the hand of fate. "You just sign this," he said as he ripped the ticket
from the pad. "You can stop off in town and pay the fine."

Slowly, Phil climbed out of the car. When the sun hit his hair, deep
streaks of red shot through it. Merle was reminded of his mother's
mahogany server. For a moment they stood eye to eye, both tall
men. But one

was lanky and tended to slouch, the other lean, muscular and erect.



"No," Phil said flatly.

"No?" Merle blinked against the direct blue gaze. "No what?"

"No, I'm not signing it."

"Not signing?" Merle looked down at the ticket still in his hand. "But
you have to."

"No, I don't." Phil felt a trickle of sweat roll down his back.
Inexplicably it infuriated him. "I'm not signing, and I'm not paying a
penny to some two-bit judge who's feeding his bank account from
this speed trap."

"Speed trap!" Merle was more astonished than insulted. "Mister, you
were doing better'n seventy, and the road's marked clear: fifty-five.
Everybody knows you can't do more than fifty-five."

"Who says I was?"

"I clocked you."

"Your word against mine," Phil returned coolly. "Got a witness?"
Merle's mouth fell open. "Well, no, but..."

He pushed back his hat. "Look, I don't need no witness, I'm the
deputy. Just sign the ticket."

It was pure perversity. Phil hadn't the least idea how fast he'd been
going and didn't particularly care. The road had been long and
deserted; his mind had been in L.A. But knowing this wasn't going to
make him

take the cracked ballpoint the deputy offered him.

"No."

"Look, mister, I already wrote up the ticket." Merle read refusal in
Phil's face and set his chin. After all, he was the law. "Then I'm going



to have to take you in," he said dangerously. "The sheriff's not going
to like it."

Phil gave him a quick smirk and held out his hands, wrists close.
Merle stared at them a moment, then

looked helplessly from car to car. Beneath the anger, Phil felt a stir of
sympathy.

"You'll have to follow me in," Merle told him as he pocketed Phil's
license.

"And if I refuse?"

Merle wasn't a complete fool. "Well, then," he said amiably, "I'll have
to take you in and leave this fancy car sitting here. It might be all in
one piece when the tow truck gets here; then again..." Phil
acknowledged the point with a slight nod, then climbed back into his
car. Merle sauntered to his, thinking how fine he was

going to look bringing in that fancy red machine.

They drove into Friendly at a sedate pace. Merle nodded
occasionally to people who stopped their business

to eye the small procession. He stuck his hand out the window to
signal a halt, then braked in front of the sheriff's office.

"Okay, inside." Abruptly official, Merle stood straight. "The sheriff'!!
want to talk to you." But the icy gleam in the man's eye kept Merle
from taking his arm. Instead he opened the door and waited for his
prisoner to

walk through.

Phil glimpsed a small room with two cells, a bulletin board, a couple
of spindly chairs and a battered desk.



An overhead fan churned the steamy air and whined. On the floor lay
a large mound of mud-colored fur

that turned out to be a dog. The desk was covered with books and
papers and two half-filled cups of

coffee. A dark-haired woman bent over all this, scratching
industriously on a yellow legal pad. She glanced up as they entered.

Phil forgot his annoyance long enough to cast her in three different
films. Her face was classically oval, with a hint of cheekbone under
honey-toned skin. Her nose was small and delicate, her mouth just
short of wide,

with a fullness that was instantly sensual. Her hair was black, left to
fall loosely past her shoulders in

carelessly sweeping waves. Her brows arched in question. Beneath
them her eyes were thickly lashed,

darkly green and faintly amused. "Merle?"

The single syllable was full throated, as lazy and sexy as black silk.
Phil knew actresses who would kill for a voice like that one. If she
didn't stiffen up in front of a camera, he thought, and if the rest of her
went with the face... He let his eyes sweep down. Pinned to her left
breast was a small tin badge. Fascinated, Phil

stared at it.

"Excess of speed on Seventeen, Sheriff."

"Oh?" With a slight smile on her face, she waited for Phil's eyes to
come back to hers. She had recognized the appraisal when he had
first walked in, just as she recognized the suspicion now. "Didn't you
have a pen, Merle?"

"A pen?" Baffled, he checked his pockets.



"I wouldn't sign the ticket." Phil walked to the desk to get a closer
look at her face. "Sheriff," he added. She could be shot from any
imaginable angle, he concluded, and still look wonderful. He wanted
to hear her

speak again.

She met his assessing stare straight on. "I see. What was his speed,
Merle?"

"Seventy-two. Tory, you should see his car!" Merle exclaimed,
forgetting himself.

"I imagine I will," she murmured. She held out her hand, her eyes still
on Phil's. Quickly, Merle gave her the paperwork.

Phil noted that her hands were long, narrow and elegant. The tips
were painted in shell pink. What the hell is she doing here? he
wondered, more easily visualizing her in Beverly Hills.

"Well, everything seems to be in order, Mr.... Kincaid." Her eyes
came back to his. A little mascara, he noticed, a touch of eyeliner.
The color's hers. No powder, no lipstick. He wished fleetingly for a
camera and a couple of hand-held lights. "The fine's forty dollars,"
she said lazily. "Cash."

"I'm not paying it."

Her lips pursed briefly, causing him to speculate on their taste. "Or
forty days," she said without batting an eye. "I think you'd find it
less...inconvenient to pay the fine. Our accommodations won't suit
you." The cool amusement in her tone irritated him. "I'm not paying
any fine." Placing his palms on the desk, he leaned toward her,
catching the faint drift of a subtle, sophisticated scent. "Do you really
expect me to believe you're the sheriff? What kind of scam are you
and this character running?" Merle opened his mouth to



speak, glanced at Tory, then shut it again. She rose slowly. Phil
found himself surprised that she was tall and as lean as a whippet. A
model's body, he thought, long and willowy—the kind that made you
wonder

what was underneath those clothes. This one made jeans and a
plaid shirt look like a million dollars.

"I never argue with beliefs, Mr. Kincaid. You'll have to empty your
pockets."

"I will not," he began furiously.

"Resisting arrest." Tory lifted a brow. "We'll have to make it sixty
days." Phil said something quick and rude.

Instead of being offended, Tory smiled. "Lock him up, Merle."

"Now, just a damn minute—"

"You don't want to make her mad," Merle whispered, urging Phil
back toward the cells. "She can be mean as a cat."

"Unless you want us to tow your car...and charge you for that as
well." she added, "you'll give Merle your keys." She flicked her eyes
over his furious face. "Read him his rights, Merle."

"1 know my rights, damn it." Contemptuously he shrugged off Merle's
hand. "I want to make a phone call."

"Of course." Tory sent him another charming smile. "As soon as you
give Merle your keys."

"Now, look..." Phil glanced down at her badge again—"Sheriff," he
added curtly, "you don't expect me to fall for an old game. This
one"—he jerked a thumb at Merle—"waits for an out-of-towner to
come by, then tries to hustle him out of a quick forty bucks. There's a
law against speed traps." Tory listened with apparent interest. "Are
you going to sign the ticket, Mr. Kincaid?'



Phil narrowed his eyes. "No."

"Then you'll be our guest for a while."

"You can't sentence me," Phil began heatedly. "A judge—"

"Justice of the peace," Tory interrupted, then tapped a tinted nail
against a small framed certificate. Phil saw the name Victoria L.
Ashton.

He gave her a long, dry look. "You?"

"Yes, handy, isn't it?" She cocked her head to the side. "Sixty days,
Mr. Kincaid, or two hundred and fifty dollars."

"Two-fifty!"

"Bail's set at five hundred. Would you care to post it?"

"The phone call," he said through clenched teeth.

"The keys," she countered affably.

Swearing under his breath, Phil pulled the keys from his pocket and
tossed them to her. Tory caught them

neatly. "You're entitled to one local call, Mr. Kincaid."

"It's long distance," he muttered. "I'll use my credit card." After
indicating the phone on her desk, Tory took the keys to Merle. "Two-
fifty!" he said in an avid whisper. "Aren't you being a little rough on
him?"

Tory gave a quick, unladylike snort. "Mr. Hollywood Kincaid needs a
good kick in the ego," she mumbled.

"It'll do him a world of good to stew in a cell for a while. Take the car
to Bestler's Garage, Merle."



"Me? Drive it?" He looked down at the keys in his hand. .

"Lock it up and bring back the keys," Tory added. "And don't play
with any of the buttons."

"Aw, Tory."

"Aw, Merle," she responded, then sent him on his way with an
affectionate look. Phil waited impatiently as the phone rang.
Someone picked up. '"Answering for Sherman, Miller and Stein." He
swore.

"Where the hell's Lou?" he demanded.

"Mr. Sherman is out of the office until Monday," the operator told him
primly. "Would you care to leave your name?"

"This is Phillip Kincaid. You get Lou now, tell him I'm in—" He turned
to cast a dark look at Tory.

"Welcome to Friendly, New Mexico," she said obligingly.

Phil's opinion was a concise four-letter word. "Friendly, New Mexico.
In jail, damn it, on some trumped-up charge. Tell him to get his
briefcase on a plane, pronto."

"Yes, Mr. Kincaid, I'll try to reach him."

"You reach him," he said tightly and hung up. When he started to dial
again, Tory walked over and calmly disconnected him.

"One call," she reminded him.

"I got a damn answering service."

"Tough break." She gave him the dashing smile that both attracted
and infuriated him. "Your room's ready, Mr. Kincaid."



Phil hung up the phone to face her squarely. "You're not putting me
in that cell." She looked up with a guileless flutter of lashes. "No?"

"No."

Tory looked confused for a moment. Her sigh was an appealingly
feminine sound as she wandered around

the desk. "You're making this difficult for me, Mr. Kincaid. You must
know I can't manhandle you into a cell.

You're bigger than I am."

Her abrupt change of tone caused him to feel more reasonable. "Ms.
Ashton..." he began.

"Sheriff Ashton," Tory corrected and drew a .45 out of the desk
drawer. Her smile never wavered as Phil gaped at the large gun in
her elegant hand. "Now, unless you want another count of resisting
arrest on your record, you'll go quietly into that first cell over there.
The linen's just been changed." Phil wavered between astonishment
and amusement. "You don't expect me to believe you'd use that
thing."

"I told you I don't argue with beliefs." Though she kept the barrel
lowered, Tory quite deliberately cocked the gun.

He studied her for one full minute. Her eyes were too direct and
entirely too calm. Phil had no doubt she'd put a hole in him—in some
part of his anatomy that she considered unimportant. He had a
healthy respect

for his body.

"I'll get you for this," he muttered as he headed for the cell.

Her laugh was rich and attractive enough to make him turn in front of
the bars. Good God, he thought, he'd



like to tangle with her when she didn't have a pistol in her hand.
Furious with himself, Phil stalked into the cell.

"Doesn't that line go something like: 'When I break outta this joint,
you're gonna get yours'?" Tory pulled the keys from a peg, then
locked the cell door with a jingle and snap. Struggling not to smile,
Phil paced the cell. "Would you like a harmonica and a tin cup?"

He grinned, but luckily his back was to her. Dropping onto the bunk,
he sent her a fulminating glance. "I'll take I lie tin cup if it has coffee
in it."

"Comes with the service, Kincaid. You've got free mom and board in
Friendly." He watched her walk back to the desk to replace the pistol.
Something in the lazy, leggy gait affected his blood pressure
pleasantly. '

'Cream and sugar?" she asked politely. "Black."

Tory poured the coffee, aware that his eyes were on her. She was
partly amused by him, partly intrigued.

She knew exactly who he was. Over her basic disdain for what she
considered a spoiled, tinsel-town

playboy was a trace of respect. He hadn't attempted to influence her
with his name or his reputation. He'd

relied on his temper. And it was his temper, she knew, that had
landed him in the cell in the first place. Too rich, she decided, too
successful, too attractive. And perhaps, she mused as she poured
herself a cup, too

talented. His movies were undeniably brilliant. She wondered what
made him tick. His movies seemed to

state one image, the glossies another. With a quiet laugh she
thought she might find out for herself while



he was her "guest."

"Black," she stated, carrying both cups across the room. "Made to
order." He was watching the way she moved; fiuidly, with just a hint
of hip. It was those long legs, he decided, and some innate
confidence.

Under different circumstances he would have considered her quite a
woman. At the moment he considered

her an outrageous annoyance. Silently he unfolded himself from the
bunk and went to accept the coffee she

held between the bars. Their fingers brushed briefly.

"You're a beautiful woman, Victoria L. Ash ton," he muttered. "And a
pain in the neck." She smiled. "Yes."

That drew a laugh from him. "What the hell are you doing here,
playing sheriff?'

"What the hell are you doing here, playing criminal?"

Merle burst in the door, grinning from ear to ear. "Holy cow, Mr.
Kincaid, that's some car!" He dropped the keys in Tory's hand, then
leaned against the bars. "I swear, I could've just sat in it all day.
Bestler's eyes just about popped out when I drove it in."

Making a low sound in his throat, Phil turned away to stare through
the small barred window at the rear of

the cell. He scowled at his view of the town. Look at this place! he
thought in frustration. Dusty little

nowhere. Looks like all the color was washed away twenty years
ago. Baked away, he corrected himself as

sweat ran uncomfortably down his back. There seemed to be
nothing but brown—dry, sparse mesa in the



distance and parched sand. All the buildings, such as they were,
were different dull shades of brown, all

stripped bare by the unrelenting sun. Damn place still had wooden
sidewalks, he mused, sipping at the

strong coffee. There wasn't a coat of paint on a storefront that wasn't
cracked and peeling. The whole town looked as though it had drawn
one long, tired communal breath and settled down to wait until it was
all

over.

It was a gritty, hopeless-looking place with a sad sort of character
under a film of dust and lethargy. People stayed in a town like this
when they had no place else to go or nothing to do. Came back
when they'd lost

hope for anything better. And here he was, stuck in some steamy
little cell.... His mind sharpened. Staring at the tired storefronts and
sagging wood, Phil saw it all through the lens of a camera. His
fingers wrapped

around a window bar as he began to plot out scene after scene. If he
hadn't been furious, he'd have seen it from the first moment.

This was Next Chance.



Chapter 2
For the next twenty minutes Tory paid little attention to her prisoner.
He seemed content to stare out of the window with the coffee
growing cold in his hand. After dispatching Merle, Tory settled down
to work.

She was blessed with a sharp, practical and stubborn mind. These
traits had made her education extensive.

Academically she'd excelled, but she hadn't always endeared herself
to her instructors. Why? had always

been her favorite question. In addition her temperament, which
ranged from placid to explosive, had made

her a difficult sludent. Some of her associates called her a tedious
annoyance—usually when they were on

the opposing side. At twenty-seven Victoria L. Ashton was a very
shrewd, very accomplished attorney. In

Albuquerque she kept a small, unpretentious office in an enormous
old house with bad plumbing. She

shared it with an accountant, a real-estate broker and a private
investigator. For nearly five years she had lived on the third floor in
two barnlike rooms while keeping her office below. It was a
comfortable

arrangement that Tory had had no inclination to alter even when
she'd been able to afford to. Professionally she liked challenges and
dealing with finite details. In her personal life she was more
lackadaisical. No one would call her lazy, but she saw more virtue in
a nap than a brisk jog. Her energies poured out in the office or



courtroom—and temporarily in her position as sheriff of Friendly,
New Mexico. She had grown up in

Friendly and had been content with its yawning pace. The sense of
justice she had inherited from her father had driven her to law
school. Still, she had had no desire to join a swank firm on either
coast, or in any big city in between. Her independence had caused
her to risk starting her own practice. Fat fees were no

motivation for Tory. She'd learned early how to stretch a dollar when
it suited her

—an ability she got from her mother. People, and the way the law
could be made to work to their

advantage or disadvantage, interested her.

Now Tory settled behind her desk and continued drafting out a
partnership agreement for a pair of fledgling songwriters. It wasn't
always simple to handle cases long distance, but she'd given her
word.

Absentmindedly she sipped her coffee. By fall she would be back in
Albuquerque, filling her caseload again

and trading her badge for a briefcase. In the meantime the weekend
was looming. Payday. Tory smiled a

little as she wrote. Friendly livened up a bit on Saturday nights.
People tended to have an extra beer. And there was a poker game
scheduled at Bestler's Garage that she wasn't supposed to know
about. Tory knew

when it was advantageous to look the other way. Her father would
have said people need their little

entertainments.



Leaning back to study what she had written, Tory propped one
booted foot on the desk and twirled a raven

lock around her finger. Abruptly coming out of his reverie, Phil
whirled to the door of the cell.

"I have to make a phone call!" His tone was urgent and excited.
Everything he had seen from the cell window had convinced him that
fate had brought him to Friendly.

Tory finished reading a paragraph, then looked up languidly. "You've
had your phone call, Mr. Kincaid. Why don't you relax? Take a tip
from Dynamite there," she suggested, wiggling her fingers toward
the mound of dog. "Take a nap."

Phil curled his hands around the bars and shook them. "Woman, I
have to use the phone. It's important."

"It always is," Tory murmured before she lowered her eyes to the
paper again. Ready to sacrifice principle for expediency, Phil growled
at her. "Look, I'll sign the ticket. Just let me out of here." *

"You're welcome to sign the ticket," she returned pleasantly, "but it
won't get you out. There's also the charge of resisting arrest."

"Of all the phony, trumped-up—"

"I could add creating a public nuisance," she considered, then
glanced over the top of her papers with a smile. He was furious. It
showed in the rigid stance of his hard body, in the grim mouth and
fiery eyes. Tory felt a small twinge in the nether regions of her
stomach. Oh, yes, she could clearly see why his name was

linked with dozens of attractive women. He was easily the most
beautiful male animal she'd ever seen. It

was that trace of aristocratic aloofness, she mused, coupled with the
really extraordinary physique and



explosive temper. He was like some sleek, undomesticated cat.

Their eyes warred with each other for a long, silent moment. His
were stony; hers were calm.

"All right," he muttered, "how much?"

Tory lifted a brow. "A bribe, Kincaid?"

He knew his quarry too well by this time. "No. How much is my
fine...Sheriff?"

"Two hundred and fifty dollars." She sent her hair over her shoulder
with a quick toss of her head. "Or you can post bail for five hundred."

Scowling at her, Phil reached for his wallet. When I get out of here,
he thought dangerously, I'm going to

make that tasty little morsel pay for this. A glance in his wallet found
him more than a hundred dollars short of bond. Phil swore, then
looked back at Tory. She still had the gently patient smile on her
face. He could cheerfully strangle her. Instead he tried another tack.
Charm had always brought him success with women.

"I lost my temper before, Sheriff," he began, sending her the slightly
off-center smile for which he was known. "I apologize. I've been on
the road for several days and your deputy got under my skin." Tory
went on smiling. "If I said anything out of line to you, it was because
you just don't fit the image of small-town peace officer." He grinned
and became boyishly appealing—Tom Sawyer caught with his hand
in the sugar

bowl.

Tory lifted one long, slim leg and crossed it over the other on the
desk. "A little short, are you, Kincaid?"

Phil clenched his teeth on a furious retort. "I don't like to carry a lot of
cash on the road."



"Very wise," she agreed with a nod. "But we don't accept credit
cards."

"Damn it, I have to get out of here!"

Tory studied him dispassionately. "I can't buy claustrophobia," she
said. "Not when I read you crawled into a two-foot pipe to check
camera angles on Night of Desperation. ''

"It's not—" Phil broke off. His eyes narrowed. "You know who I am?"

"Oh, I make it to the movies a couple of times a year," she said
blithely. The narrowed eyes grew hard. ' 'If this is some kind of
shakedown—'

Her throaty laughter cut him off. "Your self-importance is showing."
His expression grew so incredulous, she laughed again before she
rose. "Kincaid, I don't care who you are or what you do for a living,
you're a bad-tempered man who refused to accept the law and got
obnoxious." She sauntered over to the cell. Again he caught the hint,
of a subtle perfume that suited French silk, more than laded denim.
"I'm obliged to

rehabilitate you."

He forgot his anger in simple appreciation of blatant beauty. "God,
you've got a face," he muttered. "I could work a whole damn film
around that face." The words surprised her. Tory was perfectly aware
that she was physically attractive. She would have been a fool to
think otherwise, and she'd heard men offer countless

homages to her looks. This was hardly a homage. But something in
his tone, in his eyes, made a tremor

skip up her spine. She made no protest when he reached a hand
through the bars to touch her hair. He let

it fall through his fingers while his eyes stayed on hers.



Tory felt a heat to which she had thought herself immune. It flashed
through her as though she had

stepped into the sun from out of a cool, dim room. It was the kind of
heat that buckled your knees and

made you gasp out loud in astonished wonder. She stood straight
and absorbed it.

A dangerous man, she concluded, surprised. A very dangerous man.
She saw a flicker of desire in his eyes,

then a flash of amusement. As she watched, his mouth curved up at
the corners.

"Baby," he said, then grinned, "I could make you a star." The
purposely trite words dissolved the tension and made her laugh.
"Oh, Mr. Kincaid," she said in a breathy whisper, "can I really have a
screen test?" A startled Phil could only watch as she flung herself
against the bars of the cell dramatically. "I'll wait for you, Johnny,"
she said huskily as tears shimmered in her eyes and her soft lips
trembled. "No matter how long it takes." Reaching through the bars,
she clutched at him. "I'll write you every day," she promised brokenly.

"And dream of you every night. Oh, Johnny..." her lashes fluttered
down— "kiss me goodbye!"

Fascinated, Phil moved to oblige her, but just before his lips brushed
hers, she stepped back, laughing.

"How'd I do, Hollywood? Do I get the part?"

Phil studied her in amused annoyance. It was a pity, he thought, that
he hadn't at least gotten a taste of

that beautiful mouth. "A little overdone," he stated with more asperity
than truth. "But not bad for an amateur." Tory chuckled and leaned
companionably against the bars. "You're just mad."



"Mad?" he tossed back in exasperation. "Have you ever spent any
time in one of these cages?"

"As a matter of fact I have." She gave him an easy grin. "Under less
auspicious circumstances. Relax, Kincaid, your friend will come bail
you out."

"The mayor," Phil said on sudden inspiration. "I want to see the
mayor. I have a business proposition," he added.

"Oh." Tory mulled this over. "Well, I doubt I can oblige you on a
Saturday. The mayor mostly fishes on Saturday. Want to tell me
about it?"

"No."

"Okay. By the way, your last film should've taken the Oscar. It was
the most beautiful movie I've ever seen."

Her sudden change of attitude disconcerted him. Cautiously, Phil
studied her face but saw nothing but

simple sincerity. "Thanks."

"You don't look like the type who could make a film with intelligence,
integrity and emotion." With a half laugh he dragged a hand through
his hair. "Am I supposed to thank you for that too?"

"Not necessarily. It's just that you really do look like the type who
squires all those busty celebrities around.

When do you find time to work?'

He shook his head. "I...manage," he said grimly.

"Takes a lot of stamina," Tory agreed.

He grinned. "Which? The work or the busty celebrities?"



"I guess you know the answer to that. By the way," she continued
before he could formulate a reasonable response, "don't tell Merle T.
you make movies." Tory gave him the swift, dashing grin. "He'll start
walking like John Wayne and drive us both crazy."

When he smiled back at her, both of them studied each other in wary
silence. There was an attraction on

both sides that pleased neither of them.

"Sheriff," Phil said in a friendly tone, "a phone call. Remember the
line about the quality of mercy?" Her lips curved, but before she
could agree, the door to the office burst in.

"Sheriff!"

"Right here, Mr. Hollister," she said mildly. Tory glanced from the
burly, irate man to the skinny, terrified teenager he pulled in with him.
"What's the problem?" Without hurry she crossed back to her desk,
stepping over the dog automatically.

"Those punks," he began, puffing with the exertion of running. "I
warned you about them!"

"The Kramer twins?" Tory sat on the corner of her desk. Her eyes
flickered down to the beefy hand that gripped a skinny arm. "Why
don't you sit down, Mr. Hollister. You"—she looked directly at the boy
—"it's Tod, isn't it?"

He swallowed rapidly. "Yes, ma'am—Sheriff. Tod Swanson."

' 'Get Mr. Hollister a glass of water, Tod. Right through there."

"He'll be out the back door before you can spit," Hollister began, then
took a plaid handkerchief out of his pocket to wipe at his brow.

"No, he won't," Tory said calmly. She jerked her head at the boy as
she pulled up a chair for Hollister. "Sit down, now, you'll make
yourself sick."



"Sick!" Hollister dropped into a chair as the boy scrambled off. "I'm
already sick. Those—those punks."

"Yes, the Kramer twins."

She waited patiently while he completed a lengthy, sometimes
incoherent dissertation on the youth of

today. Phil had the opportunity to do what he did best: watch and
absorb.

Hollister, he noticed, was a hotheaded old bigot with a trace of fear
for the younger generation. He was

sweating profusely, dabbing at his brow and the back of his neck
with the checkered handkerchief. His shirt was wilted and patched
with dark splotches. He was flushed, overweight and tiresome. Tory
listened to him

with every appearance of respect, but Phil noticed the gentle tap of
her forefinger against her knee as she sat on the edge of the desk.

The boy came in with the water, two high spots of color on his
cheeks. Phil concluded he'd had a difficult

time not slipping out the back door. He judged the boy to be about
Ihirteen and scared right down to the

bone. He had a smooth, attractive face, with a mop of dark hair and
huge brown eyes that wanted to look

everywhere at once. He was too thin; his jeans and grubby shirt
were nearly in tatters. He handed Tory the

water with a hand that shook. Phil saw that when she took it from
him, she gave his hand a quick,

reassuring squeeze. Phillip began to like her.



"Here." Tory handed Hollister the glass. "Drink this, then tell me what
happened." Hollister drained the glass in two huge gulps. "Those
punks, messing around out back of my store. I've chased 'em off a
dozen times.

They come in and steal anything they can get their hands on. I've
told you."

"Yes, Mr. Hollister. What happened this time?"

"Heaved a rock through the window." He reddened alarmingly again.
"This one was with 'em. Didn't run fast enough."

"I see." She glanced at Tod, whose eyes were glued to the toes of
his sneakers. "Which one threw the rock?"

"Didn't see which one, but I caught this one." Hollister rose, stuffing
his damp handkerchief back in his pocket. "I'm going to press
charges."

Phil saw the boy blanch. Though Tory continued to look at Hollister,
she laid a hand on Tod's arm. "Go sit down in the back room, Tod."
She waited until he was out of earshot. "You did the right thing to
bring him in, Mr. Hollister." She smiled. "And to scare the pants off
him."

"He should be locked up," the man began.

"Oh, that won't get your window fixed," she said reasonably. "And it
would only make the boy look like a hero to the twins."

"In my day—"

"I guess you and my father never broke a window," she mused,
smiling at him with wide eyes. Hollister blustered, then snorted.

"Now, look here, Tory..."



"Let me handle it, Mr. Hollister. This kid must be three years younger
than the Kramer twins." She lowered her voice so that Phil strained
to hear. "He could have gotten away." Hollister shifted from foot to
foot. "He didn't try," he mumbled. "Just stood there. But my window
—"

"How much to replace it?"

He lowered his brows and puffed for a minute. "Twenty-five dollars
should cover it." Tory walked around the desk and opened a drawer.
After counting out bills, she handed them over. "You have my word,
I'll deal with him—and with the twins."

"Just like your old man," he muttered, then awkwardly patted her
head. "I don't want those Kramers hanging around my store."

"I'll see to it."

With a nod he left.

Tory sat on her desk again and frowned at her left boot. She wasn't
just like her old man, she thought. He'd always been sure and she
was guessing. Phil heard her quiet, troubled sigh and wondered at it.

"Tod," she called, then waited for him to come to her. As he walked
in his eyes darted in search of Hollister before they focused, terrified,
on Tory. When he stood in front of her, she studied his white,
strained face.

Her heart melted, but her voice was brisk.

"I won't ask you who threw the rock." Tod opened his mouth, closed
it resolutely and shook his head. "Why didn't you run?"

"I didn't—I couldn't...." He bit his lip. "I guess I was too scared."

"How old are you, Tod?" She wanted to brush at the hair that
tumbled over his forehead. Instead she kept her hands loosely
folded in her lap.



"Fourteen, Sheriff. Honest." His eyes darted up to hers, then flew
away like a small, frightened bird. "Just last month."

"The Kramer twins are sixteen," she pointed out gently. "Don't you
have friends your own age?" He gave a shrug of his shoulders that
could have meant anything.

"I'll have to take you home and talk to your father, Tod."

He'd been frightened before, but now he looked up at her with naked
terror in his eyes. It wiped the lecture she had intended to give him
out of her mind. "Please." It came out in a whisper, as though he
could say nothing more. Even the whisper was hopeless.

"Tod, are you afraid of your father?" He swallowed and said nothing.
"Does he hurt you?" He moistened his lips as his breath began to
shake. "Tod," Tory's voice became very soft, "you can tell me. I'm
here to help you."

"He..." Tod choked, then shook his head swiftly. "No, ma'am."
Frustrated, Tory looked at the plea in his eyes. "Well, then, perhaps
since this is a first offense, we can keep it between us."

"M-ma'am?"

"Tod Swanson, you were detained for malicious mischief. Do you
understand the charge?"

"Yes, Sheriff." His Adam's apple began to tremble.

"You owe the court twenty-five dollars in damages, which you'll work
off after school and on weekends at a rate of two dollars an hour.
You're sentenced to six months probation, during which time you're
to keep

away from loose women, hard liquor and the Kramer twins. Once a
week you're to file a report with me, as

I'll be serving as your probation officer."



Tod stared at her as he tried to take it in. "You're not... you're not
going to tell my father?" Slowly, Tory rose. He was a few inches
shorter, so that he looked up at her with his eyes full of confused
hope. "No."

She placed her hands on his shoulders. "Don't let me down." His
eyes brimmed with tears, which he blinked back furiously. Tory
wanted badly to hold him, but knew better. "Be here tomorrow
morning. I'll have some work for you."

"Yes, yes, ma'am—Sheriff." He backed away warily, waiting for her to
change her mind. ' 'I'll be here, Sheriff." He was fumbling for the
doorknob, still watching her. "Thank you." Like a shot, he was out of
the office, leaving Tory staring at the closed door.

"Well, Sheriff," Phil said quietly, "you're quite a lady." Tory whirled to
see Phil eyeing her oddly. For the first lime she felt the full impact of
the clear blue gaze. Dis-concerted, she went back to her desk. "Did
you enjoy seeing the wheels of justice turn, Kincaid?" she asked.

"As a matter of fact, I did." His tone was grave enough to cause her
to look back at him. ' 'You did the right thing by that boy."

Tory studied him a moment, then let out a long sigh. "Did I? We'll
see, won't we? Ever seen an abused kid, Kincaid? I'd bet that fifteen-
hundred-dollar watch you're wearing one just walked out of here.
There isn't a damn thing I can do about it."

"There are laws," he said, fretting against the bars. Quite suddenly
he wanted to touch her.

"And laws," she murmured. When the door swung open, she glanced
up. "Merle. Good. Take over here. I have to run out to the Kramer
place."

"The twins?"



"Who else?" Tory shot back as she plucked a black flat-brimmed hat
from a peg. "I'll grab dinner while I'm out and pick up something for
our guest. How do you feel about stew, Kincaid?"

"Steak, medium rare," he tossed back. "Chef's salad, oil and vinegar
and a good Bordeaux."

"Don't let him intimidate you, Merle," Tory warned as she headed for
the door. "He's a cream puff."

"Sheriff, the phone call!" Phil shouted after her as she started to
close the door. With a heavy sigh Tory stuck her head back in.
"Merle T.. let the poor guy use the phone. Once," she added firmly,
then shut the door.

Ninety minutes later Tory sauntered back in with a wicker hamper
over her arm. Phil was sitting on his

bunk, smoking quietly. Merle sat at the desk, his feet propped up, his
hat over his face. He was snoring

gently.

"Is the party over?" Tory asked. Phil shot her a silent glare.
Chuckling, she went to Merle and gave him a jab in the shoulder. He
scrambled up like a shot, scraping his boot heels over the desk
surface.

"Aw, Tory," he muttered, bending to retrieve his hat from the floor.

"Any trouble with the desperate character?" she wanted to know.

Merle gave her a blank look, then grinned sheepishly. "Come on,
Tory."

"Go get something to eat. You can wander down to Hernandez's Bar
and the pool hall before you go off

duty."



Merle placed his hat back on his head. "Want me to check Bestler's
Garage?"

"No," she said, remembering the poker game. Merle would figure it
his bound duty to break it up if he happened in on it. "I checked in
earlier."

' Well, okay..." He shuffled his feet and cast a sidelong glance at Phil.
"One of us should stay here tonight."

"I'm staying." Plucking up the keys, she headed for the cell. "I've got
some extra clothes in the back room."

"Yeah, but, Tory..." He wanted to point out that she was a woman,
after all, and the prisoner had given her a couple of long looks.

"Yes?" Tory paused in front of Phil's cell.

"Nothin"," he muttered, reminded that Tory could handle herself and
always had. He blushed before he headed for the door.

"Wasn't that sweet?" she murmured. "He was worried about my
virtue." At Phil's snort of laughter she lifted a wry brow.

"Doesn't he know about the large gun in the desk drawer?"

"Of course he does." Tory unlocked the cell. "I told him if he played
with it, I'd break all his fingers. Hungry?

" Phil gave the hamper a dubious smile. "Maybe."

"Oh, come on, cheer up," Tory ordered. "Didn't you get to make your
phone call?" She spoke as though appeasing a little boy. It drew a
reluctant grin from Phil. "Yes, I made my phone call." Because the
discussion with his producer had gone well, Phil was willing to be
marginally friendly. Besides, he was

starving. "What's in there?"



' 'T-bone, medium rare, salad, roasted potato—''

"You're kidding!" He was up and dipping into the basket himself.

"I don't kid a man about food, Kincaid, I'm a humanitarian."

"I'll tell you exactly what I think you are—after I've eaten." Phil pulled
foil off a plate and uncovered the steak. The scent went straight to
his stomach. Dragging over a shaky wooden chair, he settled down
to

devour his free meal.

"You didn't specify dessert, so I went for apple pie." Tory drew a thick
slice out of the hamper.

"I might just modify my opinion of you," Phil told her over a mouthful
of steak.

"Don't do anything hasty," she suggested.

"Tell me something, Sheriff." He swallowed, then indicated the still-
sleeping dog with his fork. "Doesn't that thing ever move?"

"Not if he can help it."

"Is it alive?"

"The last time I looked," she muttered. "Sorry about the Bordeaux,"
she continued. "Against regulations. I got you a Dr Pepper."

"A what?"

Tory pulled out a bottle of soda. "Take it or leave it."

After a moment's consideration Phil held out his hand. "What about
the mayor?"

"I left him a message. He'll probably see you tomorrow."



Phil unscrewed the top off the bottle, frowning at her. "You're not
actually going to make me sleep in this place."

Cocking her head, Tory met his glance. ' 'You have a strange view of
the law, Kincaid. Do you think I should book you a room at the
hotel?"

He washed down the steak with the soda, then grimaced. "You're a
tough guy, Sheriff."

"Yeah." Grinning, she perched on the edge of the bunk. "How's your
dinner?"

"It's good. Want some?"

"No. I've eaten." They studied each other with the same wary
speculation. Tory spoke first. ' 'What is Phillip C. Kincaid, boy
wonder, doing in Friendly, New Mexico?"

"I was passing through," he said warily. He wasn't going to discuss
his plans with her. Something warned him he would meet solid
opposition.

"At seventy-two miles per hour," she reminded him.

"Maybe."

With a laugh she leaned back against the brick wall. He watched the
way her hair settled lazily over her

breasts. A man would be crazy to tangle with that lady, he told
himself. Phillip Kincaid was perfectly sane.

"And what is Victoria L. Ashton doing wearing a badge in Friendly,
New Mexico?" She gazed past him for a moment with an odd look in
her eyes. "Fulfilling an obligation," she said softly.

"You don't fit the part," Phil contemplated her over another swig from
the bottle. "I'm an expert on who fits and who doesn't."



"Why not?" Lifting her knee, Tory laced her fingers around it.

"Your hands are too soft." Thoughtfully, Phil cut another bite of steak.
"Not as soft as I expected when I saw that face, but too soft. You
don't pamper them, but you don't work with them either."

"A sheriff doesn't work with her hands," Tory pointed out.

"A sheriff doesn't wear perfume that costs a hundred and fifty an
ounce that was designed to drive men wild either."

Both brows shot up. Her full bottom lip pushed forward in thought. "Is
that what it was designed for?"

"A sheriff," he went on, "doesn't usually look like she just walked off
the cover of Harper's Bazaar, treat her deputy like he was her kid
brother or pay some boy's fine out of her own pocket."

"My, my," Tory said slowly, "you are observant." He shrugged,
continuing with his meal. "Well, then, what part would you cast me
in?"

"I had several in mind the minute I saw you." Phil shook his head as
he finished off his steak. "Now I'm not so sure. You're no fragile
desert blossom." When her smile widened, he went on. "You could
be if you wanted to, but you don't. You're no glossy sophisticate
either. But that's a choice too." Taking the pie, he rose to join her on
the bunk. "You know, there are a number of people out in this
strange world who would love to have me as a captive audience
while they recited their life's story."

"At least three of four," Tory agreed dryly.

"You're rough on my ego, Sheriff." He tasted the pie, approved, then
offered her the next bite. Tory opened her mouth, allowing herself to
be fed. It was tangy, spicy and still warm.

"What do you want to know?" she asked, then swallowed.



"Why you're tossing men in jail instead of breaking their hearts." Her
laugh was full of appreciation as she leaned her head back against
the wall. Still, she wavered a moment. It had been so long, she
mused, since

she'd been able just to talk to someone—to a man. He was
interesting and, she thought, at the moment

harmless.

"I grew up here," she said simply.

"But you didn't stay." When she sent him a quizzical look, he fed her
another bite of pie. It occurred to him that it had been a long time
since he'd been with a woman who didn't want or even expect
anything from

him. "You've got too much polish, Victoria," he said, finding her name
flowed well on his tongue. "You didn't acquire it in Friendly."

"Harvard," she told him, rounding her tones. "Law."

"Ah." Phil sent her an approving nod. "That fits. I can see you with a
leather briefcase and a pin-striped suit. Why aren't you practicing?"

"I am. I have an office in Albuquerque." Her brows drew together. "A
pin-striped suit?"

"Gray, very discreet. How can you practice law in Albuquerque and
uphold it in Friendly?" He pushed the hair from her shoulder in a
casual gesture that neither of them noticed.

"I'm not taking any new cases for a while, so my work load's fairly
light." She shrugged it off. "I handle what I can on paper and make a
quick trip back when I have to."

"Are you a good lawyer?"



Tory grinned. "I'm a terrific lawyer, Kincaid, but I can't represent you
—unethical." He shoved another bite of pie at her. "So what are you
doing back in Friendly?"

"You really are nosy, aren't you?"

"Yes."

She laughed. ' 'My father was sheriff here for years and years." A
sadness flickered briefly into her eyes and was controlled. "I
suppose in his own quiet way he held the town together—such as it
is. When he died, nobody knew just what to do. It sounds strange,
but in a town this size, one person can make quite a

difference, and he was...a special kind of man."

The wound hasn't healed yet, he thought, watching her steadily. He
wondered, but didn't ask, how long ago

her father had died.

''Anyway, the mayor asked me to fill in until things settled down
again, and since I had to stay around to

straighten a few things out anyway, I agreed. Nobody wanted the job
except Merle, and he's..." She gave a quick, warm laugh. ''Well, he's
not ready. I know the law, I know the town. In a few months they'll
hold an election. My name won't be on the ballot." She shot him a
look. "Did I satisfy your curiosity?" Under the harsh overhead lights,
her skin was flawless, her eyes sharply green. Phil found himself
reaching for her

hair again. "No," he murmured. Though his eyes never left hers, Tory
felt as though he looked at all of her

—slowly and with great care. Quite unexpectedly her mouth went
dry. She rose.



"It should have," she said lightly as she began to pack up the dirty
dishes. "Next time we have dinner, I'll expect your life story." When
she felt his hand on her arm, she stopped. Tory glanced down at the
fingers curled around her arm. then slowly lifted her eyes to his.
"Kincaid," she said softly, "you're in enough trouble."

"I'm already in jail," he pointed out as he turned her to face him.

"The term of your stay can easily be lengthened."

Knowing he should resist and that he couldn't, Phil drew her into his
arms. "How much time can I get for making love to the sheriff?"

"What you're going to get is a broken rib if you don't let me go."
Miscalculation, her mind stated bluntly.

This man is never harmless. On the tail of that came the thought of
how wonderful it felt to be held against him. His mouth was very
close and very tempting. And it simply wasn't possible to forget their
positions.

"Tory," he murmured. "I like the way that sounds." Running his
fingers up her spine, he caught them in her hair. With her pressed
tight against him, he could feel her faint quiver of response. "I think
I'm going to have to have you."

A struggle wasn't going to work, she decided, any more than threats.
As her own blood began to heat, Tory

knew she had to act quickly. Tilting her head back slightly, she lifted
a disdainful brow. ' 'Hasn't a woman ever turned you down before,
Kincaid?"

She saw his eyes flash in anger, felt the fingers in her hair tighten.
Tory forced herself to remain still and relaxed. Excitement shivered
through her, and resolutely she ignored it. His thighs were pressed
hard



against hers; the arms wrapped around her waist were tense with
muscle. The firm male feel of him

appealed to her, while the temper in his eyes warned her not to
miscalculate again. They remained close for one long throbbing
moment.

Phil's fingers relaxed before he stepped back to measure her.
"There'll be another time," he said quietly.

"Another place."

With apparent calm, Tory began gathering the dishes again. Her
heart was thudding at the base of her

throat. "You'll get the same answer."

"The hell I will."

Annoyed, she turned to see him watching her. With his hands in his
pockets he rocked back gently on his

heels. His eyes belied the casual stance. "Stick with your bubble-
headed blondes," she advised coolly.

"They photograph so well, clinging to your arm."

She was angry, he realized suddenly, and much more moved by him
than she had pretended. Seeing his

advantage, Phil approached her again. "You ever take off that
badge, Sheriff?" Tory kept her eyes level.

"Occasionally."

Phil lowered his gaze, letting it linger on the small star. "When?"
Sensing that she was being



outmaneuvered, Tory answered cautiously. "That's irrelevant." When
he lifted his eyes back to hers, he was smiling. "It won't be." He
touched a finger to her full bottom lip. "I'm going to spend a lot of
time tasting that beautiful mouth of yours." Disturbed, Tory stepped
back. "I'm afraid you won't have the opportunity or the time."

"I'm going to find the opportunity and the time to make love with you
several times—" He sent her a mocking grin. "—Sheriff."

As he had anticipated, her eyes lit with fury. "You conceited fool," she
said in a low voice. "You really think you're irresistible."

"Sure I do." He continued to grin maddeningly. "Don't you?"

"I think you're a spoiled, egotistical ass."

His temper rose, but Phil controlled it. If he lost it, he'd lose his
advantage. He stepped closer, keeping a bland smile on his face.
"Do you? Is that a legal opinion or a personal one?" Tory tossed
back her head, fuming. ' 'My personal opinion is—"

He cut her off with a hard, bruising kiss.

Taken completely by surprise, Tory didn't struggle. By the time she
had gathered her wits, she was too

involved to attempt it. His mouth seduced hers expertly, parting her
lips so that he could explore deeply

and at his leisure. She responded out of pure pleasure. His mouth
was hard, then soft—gentle, then

demanding. He took her on a brisk roller coaster of sensation. Before
she could recover from the first

breathtaking plunge, they were climbing again. She held on to him,
waiting for the next burst of speed. He



took his tongue lightly over hers, then withdrew it, tempting her to
follow. Recklessly, she did, learning the secrets and dark tastes of
his mouth. For a moment he allowed her to take the lead; then,
cupping the back

of her head in his hand, he crushed her lips with one last driving
force. He wanted her weak and limp and

totally conquered.

When he released her, Tory stood perfectly still, trying to remember
what had happened. The confusion in

her eyes gave him enormous pleasure. "I plead guilty, Your Honor,"
he drawled as he dropped back onto the bunk. "And it was worth it."

Hot, raging fury replaced every other emotion. Storming over to him,
she grabbed him by the shirt front.

Phil didn't resist, but grinned.

"Police brutality," he reminded her. She cursed him fluently, and with
such effortless style, he was unable to conceal his admiration. "Did
you learn that at Harvard?" he asked when she paused for breath.
Tory released him with a jerk and whirled to scoop up the hamper.
The cell door shut behind her with a furious

clang. Without pausing, she stormed out of the office.

Still grinning, Phil lay back on the bunk and pulled out a cigarette.
She'd won round one, he told himself.

But he'd taken round two. Blowing out a lazy stream of smoke, he
began to speculate on the rematch.



Chapter 3
When the alarm shrilled, Tory knocked it off the small table
impatiently. It clattered to the floor and

continued to shrill. She buried her head under the pillow. She wasn't
at her best in the morning. The noisy alarm vibrated against the floor
until she reached down in disgust and slammed it off. After a good
night's sleep she was inclined to be cranky. After a poor one she was
dangerous.

Most of the past night had been spent tossing and turning. The
scene with Phil had infuriated her, not only because he had won, but
because she had fully enjoyed that one moment of mindless
pleasure, Rolling

onto her back, Tory kept the pillow over her face to block out the
sunlight. The worst part was, she mused, he was going to get away
with it. She couldn't in all conscience use the law to punish him for
something

that had been strictly personal. It had been her own fault for lowering
her guard and inviting the

consequences. And she had enjoyed talking with him, sparring with
someone quick with words. She missed

matching wits with a man.

But that was no excuse, she reminded herself. He'd made her forget
her duty...and he'd enjoyed it.

Disgusted, Tory tossed the pillow aside, then winced at the brilliant
sunlight. She'd learned how to evade an advance as a teenager.
What had caused her to slip up this time? She didn't want to dwell on
it. Grumpily



she dragged herself from the cot and prepared to dress.

Every muscle in his body ached. Phil stretched out his legs to their
full length and gave a low groan. He was willing to swear Tory had
put the lumps in the mattress for his benefit. Cautiously opening one
eye, he

stared at the man in the next cell. The man slept on, as he had from
the moment Tory had dumped him on

the bunk the night before. He snored outrageously. When she had
dragged him in, Phil had been amused.

The man was twice her weight and had been blissfully drunk. He'd
called her "good old Tory." and she had cursed him halfheartedly as
she had maneuvered him into the cell. Thirty minutes after hearing
the steady

snoring, Phil had lost his sense of humor.

She hadn't spoken a word to him. With a detached interest Phil had
watched her struggle with the drunk. It

had pleased him to observe that she was still fuming. She'd been in
and out of the office several times

before midnight, then had locked up in the same frigid silence. He'd
enjoyed that, but then had made a fatal error: When she had gone
into the back room to bed, he had tortured him-self by watching her
shadow

play on the wall as she had undressed. That, combined with an
impossible mattress and a snoring drunk-

anddisorderly, had led to an uneasy night. He hadn't awakened in
the best of moods. Sitting up with a

wince, he glared at the unconscious man in the next cell. His wide,
flushed face was cherubic, ringed with a curling blond circle of hair.



Ruefully, Phil rubbed a hand over his own chin and felt the rough
stubble. A

fastidious man, he was annoyed at not having a razor, a hot shower
or a fresh set of clothes. Rising, he

determined to gain access to all three immediately.

"Tory!" His voice was curt, one of a man accustomed to being
listened to. He received no response. "Damn it, Tory, get out here!"
He rattled the bars, wishing belligerently that he'd kept the tin cup.
He could have made enough noise with it to wake even the
stuporous man in the next cell. ' 'Tory, get out of that bed and come
here.' He swore, promising himself he'd never allow anyone to lock
him in anything again. "When I get out..." he began.

Tory came shuffling in, carrying a pot of water. "Button up, Kincaid."

"You listen to me," he retorted. "I want a shower and a razor and my
clothes. And if—"

"If you don't shut up until I've had my coffee, you're going to take
your shower where you stand." She lifted the pot of water
meaningfully. "You can get cleaned up as soon as Merle gets in."
She went to the coffeepot and began to clatter.

"You're an arrogant wretch when you've got a man caged," he said
darkly.

"I'm an arrogant wretch anyway. Do yourself a favor, Kincaid, don't
start a fight until I've had two cups. I'm not a nice person in the
morning."

"I'm warning you." His voice was as low and dangerous as his mood.
"You're going to regret locking me in here."

Turning, she looked at him for the first time that morning. His clothes
and hair were disheveled. The clean lines of his aristocratic face



were shadowed by the night's growth of beard. Fury was in his
stance and in

the cool water-blue of his eyes. He looked outrageously attractive.

"I think I'm going to regret letting you out," she muttered before she
turned back to the coffee. "Do you want some of this, or are you just
going to throw it at me?'

The idea was tempting, but so was the scent of the coffee. "Black,"
he reminded her shortly. Tory drained half a cup, ignoring her
scalded tongue before she went to Phil. "What do you want for
breakfast?" she asked as she passed the cup through the bars. He
scowled at her. ' 'A shower, and a sledgehammer for

your friend over there." Tory cast an eye in the next cell. "Silas'll
wake up in an hour, fresh as a daisy." She swallowed more coffee.

"Keep you up?"

"Him and the feather bed you provided."

She shrugged. "Crime doesn't pay."

"I'm going to strangle you when I get out of here," he promised over
the rim of his cup. "Slowly and with great pleasure."

"That isn't the way to get your shower." She turned as the door
opened and Tod came in. He stood

hesitantly at the door, jamming his hands in his pockets. "Good
morning." She smiled and beckoned him in.

"You're early."

"You didn't say what time." He came warily, shifting his eyes from
Phil to Silas and back to Phil again.

"You got prisoners."



"Yes, I do." Catching her tongue between her teeth, she jerked a
thumb at Phil. "This one's a nasty character."

"What's he in for?"

"Insufferable arrogance."

"He didn't kill anybody, did he?"

"Not yet," Phil muttered, then added, unable to resist the eager
gleam in the boy's eyes, "I was framed."

"They all say that, don't they, Sheriff?"

"Absolutely." She lifted a hand to ruffle the boy's hair. Startled, he
jerked and stared at her. Ignoring his reaction, she left her hand on
his shoulder. "Well, I'll put you to work, then. There's a broom in the
back room. You can start sweeping up. Have you had breakfast?''

"No, but—"

"I'll bring you something when I take care of this guy. Think you can
keep an eye on things for me for a few minutes?'

His mouth fell open in astonishment. "Yes, ma'am!"

"Okay, you're in charge." She headed for the door, grabbing her hat
on the way. ' 'If Silas wakes up, you can let him out. The other guy
stays where he is. Got it?"

"Sure thing, Sheriff." He sent Phil a cool look. "He won't pull nothing
on me." Stiffiing a laugh, Tory walked outside.

Resigned to the wait, Phil leaned against the bars and drank his
coffee while the boy went to work with the broom. He worked
industriously, casting furtive glances over his shoulder at Phil from
time to time. He's a good-looking boy, Phil mused. He brooded over
his reaction to Tory's friendly gesture, wondering how he



would react to a man.

"Live in town?" Phil ventured.

Tod paused, eyeing him warily. "Outside."

"On a ranch?"

He began to sweep again, but more slowly. "Yeah." "Got any
horses?" The boy shrugged. "Couple." He was working his way
cautiously over to the cell. "You're not from around here," he said.

"No, I'm from California."

"No, kidding?" Impressed, Tod sized him up again. "You don't look
like such a bad guy," he decided.

"Thanks." Phil grinned into his cup.

"How come you're in jail, then?"

Phil pondered over the answer and settled for the unvarnished truth.
"I lost my temper." Tod gave a snort of laughter and continued
sweeping. "You can't go to jail for that. My pa loses his all the time."

"Sometimes you can." He studied the boy's profile. "Especially if you
hurt someone." The boy passed the broom over the floor without
much regard for dust. "Did you?"

"Just myself," Phil admitted ruefully. "I got the sheriff mad at me."

"Zac Kramer said he don't hold with no woman sheriff."

Phil laughed at that, recalling how easily a woman sheriff had gotten
him locked in a cell. "Zac Kramer doesn't sound very smart to me."

Tod sent Phil a swift, appealing grin. "I heard she went to their place
yesterday. The twins have to wash all Old Man Hollister's windows,
inside and out. For free."



Tory breezed back in with two covered plates. "Breakfast," she
announced. "He give you any trouble?" she asked Tod as she set a
plate on her desk.

"No, ma'am." The scent of food made his mouth water, but he bent
back to his task.

"Okay, sit down and eat."

He shot her a doubtful look. "Me?"

"Yes, you." Carrying the other plate, she walked over to get the keys.
"When you and Mr. Kincaid have finished, run the dishes back to the
hotel." Without waiting for a response, she unlocked Phil's cell. But
Phil watched the expression on Tod's face as he started at his
breakfast.

"Sheriff," Phil murmured, taking her hand, rather than the plate she
held out to him, "you're a very classy lady." Lifting her hand, he
kissed her lingers lightly.

Unable to resist, she allowed her hand to rest in his a moment.
"Phil," she said on a sigh, "don't be disarming; you'll complicate
things."

His brow lifted in surprise as he studied her. "You know," he said
slowly, "I think it's already too late." Tory shook her head, denying it.
"Eat your breakfast," she ordered briskly. "Merle will be coming by
with your clothes soon."

When she turned to leave, he held her hand another moment. "Tory,"
he said quietly, "you and I aren't finished yet." Carefully she took her
hand from his. "You and I never started," she corrected, then closed
the door of the cell with a resolute clang. As she headed back to the
coffeepot she glanced at Tod. The boy was making his way through
bacon and eggs without any trouble.



"Aren't you eating?" Phil asked her as he settled down to his own
breakfast.

"I'll never understand how anyone can eat at this hour," Tory
muttered, fortifying herself on coffee. "Tod, the sheriff's car could use
a wash. Can you handle it?"

"Sure thing, Sheriff." He was half out of the chair before Tory put a
restraining hand on his shoulder.

"Eat first," she told him. with a chuckle. "If you finish up the sweeping
and the car, that should do it for today." She sat on the corner of the
desk, enjoying his appetite. "Your parents know where you are?" she
asked casually.

"I finished my chores before I left," he mumbled with a full mouth.

"Hmmm." She said nothing more, sipping instead at her coffee.
When the door opened, she glanced over, expecting to see Merle.
Instead she was struck dumb.

"Lou!" Phil was up and holding on to the bars. "It's about time."

"Well, Phil, you look very natural."

Lou Sherman, Tory thought, sincerely awed. One of the top attorneys
in the country. She'd followed his

cases, studied his style, used his precedents. He looked just as
commanding in person as in any newspaper

or magazine picture she'd ever seen of him. He was a huge man, six
foot four, with a stocky frame and a

wild thatch of white hair. His voice had resonated in courtrooms for
more than forty years. He was

tenacious, flamboyant and feared. For the moment Tory could only
stare at the figure striding into her office in a magnificent pearl-gray



suit and baby-pink shirt.

Phil called him an uncomplimentary name, which made him laugh
loudly. "You'd better have some respect if you want me to get you out
of there, son." His eyes slid to Phil's half-eaten breakfast. "Finish
eating," he advised, "while I talk to the sheriff." Turning, he gazed
solemnly from Tory to Tod. "One of you the sheriff?"

Tory hadn't found her voice yet. Tod jerked his head at her. "She is,"
he stated with his mouth still full. Lou let his eyes drift down to her
badge. ' 'Well, so she is," he said genially. "Best-looking law person
I've seen... No offense," he added with a wide grin.

Remembering herself, Tory rose and extended her hand. ''Victoria
Ashton, Mr. Sherman. It's a pleasure to

meet you."

"My pleasure, Sheriff Ashton." he corrected with a great deal of
charm. "Tell me, what's the kid done now?"

"Lou—" Phil began, and got an absent wave of the hand from his
attorney.

"Finish your eggs," he ordered. "I gave up a perfectly good golf date
to fly over here. Sheriff?'' he added with a questioning lift of brow.

"Mr. Kincaid was stopped for speeding on Highway Seventeen," Tory
began. "When he refused to sign the ticket, my deputy brought him
in." After Lou's heavy sigh she continued. "I'm afraid Mr. Kincaid
wasn't cooperative."

"Never is," Lou agreed apologetically.

"Damn it, Lou, would you just get me out of here?"

"All in good time," he promised without looking at him. ' 'Are there
any other charges, Sheriff?"



"Resisting arrest," she stated, not quite disguising a grin. "The fine is
two hundred and fifty, bail set at five hundred. Mr. Kincaid, when he
decided to... cooperate, was a bit short of funds." Lou rubbed a hand
over his chin. The large ruby on his pinky glinted dully. "Wouldn't be
the first time," he mused.

Incensed at being ignored and defamed at the same time, Phil
interrupted tersely. "She pulled a gun on me." This information was
met with another burst of loud laughter from his attorney. "Damn, I
wish I'd been here to see his face."

"It was worth the price of a ticket," Tory admitted.

Phil started to launch into a stream of curses, remembered the boy—
who was listening avidly—and ground

his teeth instead. "Lou," he said slowly, "are you going to get me out
or stand around exchanging small talk all day? I haven't had a
shower since yesterday."

"Very fastidious," Lou told Tory. "Gets it from his father. I got him out
of a tight squeeze or two as I recall.

There was this little town in New Jersey... Ah, well, that's another
story. I'd like to consult with my client, Sheriff Ashton."

"Of course." Tory retrieved the keys.

"Ashton," Lou murmured, closing his eyes for a mo-ment. "Victoria
Ashton. There's something about that name." He stroked his chin.
"Been sheriff here long?"

Tory shook her head as she started to unlock Phil's cell. "No, actually
I'm just filling in for a while."

"She's a lawyer," Phil said disgustedly.

"That's it!" Lou gave her a pleased look. "I knew the name was
familiar. The Dunbarton case. You did a remarkable job."



"Thank you."

"Had your troubles with Judge Withers," he recalled, flipping through
his memory file. "Contempt of court.

What was it you called him?"

"A supercilious humbug," Tory said with a wince.

Lou chuckled delightedly. "Wonderful choice of words."

"It cost me a night in jail," she recalled. "Still, you won the case."
"Luckily the judge didn't hold a grudge."

"Skill and hard work won you that one," Lou disagreed. "Where did
you study?" "Harvard."

"Look," Phil interrupted testily. "You two can discuss this over drinks
later."

"Manners, Phil, you've always had a problem with manners." Lou
smiled at Tory again. "Excuse me, Sheriff.

Well, Phil, give me one of those corn muffins there and tell me your
troubles." Tory left them in privacy just as Merle walked in, carrying
Phil's suitcase. Dynamite wandered in behind him, found his spot on
the floor

and instantly went to sleep. "Just leave that by the desk," Tory told
Merle.

"After

Kincaid's taken care of, I'm going out to the house for a while. You
won't be able to reach me for two

hours."

"Okay." He glanced at the still-snoring Silas. "Should I kick him out?"



"When he wakes up." She looked over at Tod. "Tod's going to wash
my car." Stuffing in the last bite, Tod scrambled up. "I'll do it now." He
dashed out the front door. Tory frowned after him. "Merle, what do
you know about Tod's father?" He shrugged and scratched at his
mustache. "Swanson keeps to himself, raises some cattle couple
miles north of town. Been in a couple of brawls, but nothing
important."

"His mother?"

"Quiet lady. Does some cleaning work over at the hotel now and
again. You remember the older brother,

don't you? He lit out a couple years ago. Never heard from him
since."

Tory absorbed this with a thoughtful nod. "Keep an eye out for the
boy when I'm not around, okay?" "Sure.

He in trouble?"

"I'm not certain." She frowned a moment, then her expression
relaxed again. "Just keep your eyes open, Merle T.," she said,
smiling at him affectionately. "Why don't you go see if the kid's found
a bucket? I don't think it would take much persuasion to get him to
wash your car too."

Pleased with the notion, Merle strode out again.

"Sheriff"—Tory turned back to the cell as Lou came out—"my client
tells me you also serve as justice of the peace?"

"That's right, Mr. Sherman."

"In that case, I'd like to plead temporary insanity on the part of my
client."

"You're cute, Lou," Phil muttered from the cell door. "Can I take that
shower now?" he demanded, indicating his suitcase.



"In the back," Tory told him. "You need a shave," she added sweetly.
He picked up the case, giving her a long look. "Sheriff, when this is
all over, you and I have some personal business."

Tory lifted her half-finished coffee. "Don't cut your throat, Kincaid."
Lou waited until Phil had disappeared into the back room. "He's a
good boy," he said with a paternal sigh. Tory burst out laughing.

"Oh, no," she said definitely, "he's not."

"Well, it was worth a try." He shrugged it off and settled his enormous
bulk into a chair. "About the charge of resisting arrest," he began. "I'd
really hate for it to go on his record. A night in jail was quite a culture
shock for our Phillip. Victoria."

"Agreed." She smiled. "I believe that charge could be dropped if Mr.
Kincaid pays the speeding fine."

"I've advised him to do so," Lou told her, pulling out a thick cigar. "He
doesn't like it, but I'm..." He studied the cigar like a lover,
"...persuasive," he decided. He shot her an admiring look. "So are
you. What kind of a gun?"

Tory folded her hands primly. "A .45."

Lou laughed heartily as he lit his cigar. "Now, tell me about the
Dunbarton case, Victoria." The horse kicked up a cloud of brown
dust. Responding to Tory's command, he broke into an easy gallop.
Air, as dry as the

land around them, whipped by them in a warm rush. The hat Tory
had worn to shield herself from the sun

lay on the back of her neck, forgotten. Her movements were so
attuned to the horse, she was barely

conscious of his movements beneath her. Tory wanted to think, but
first she wanted to clear her mind.



Since childhood, riding had been her one sure way of doing so.

Sports had no appeal for her. She saw no sense in hitting or chasing
a ball around some court or course. It took too much energy. She
might swim a few laps now and again, but found it much more
agreeable to

float on a raft. Sweating in a gym was laughable. But riding was a
different category. Tory didn't consider it exercise or effort. She used
it now, as she had over the years, as a way to escape from her
thoughts for a

short time.

For thirty minutes she rode without any thought of destination.
Gradually she slowed the horse to a walk,

letting her hands relax on the reins. He would turn, she knew, and
head back to the ranch. Phil ip Kincaid.

He shot back into her brain. A nuisance, Tory decided. One that
should be over. At the moment he should

already be back on his way to L.A. Tory dearly hoped so. She didn't
like to admit that he had gotten to her.

It was unfortunate that despite their clash, despite his undeniable
arrogance, she had liked him. He was

interesting and funny and sharp. It was difficult to dislike someone
who could laugh at himself. There would be no problem if it ended
there.

Feeling the insistent beat of the sun on her head, Tory absently
replaced her hat. It hadn't ended there

because there had been that persistent attraction. That was strictly
man to woman, and she hadn't counted



on it when she had tossed him in jail. He'd outmaneuvered her once.
That was annoying, but the result had

been much deeper. When was the last time she had completely
forgotten herself in a man's arms? When

was the last time she had spent most of the night thinking about a
man? Had she ever? Tory let out a deep

breath, then frowned at the barren, stone-colored landscape.

No, her reaction had been too strong for comfort—and the fact that
she was still thinking about him

disturbed her. A woman her age didn't dwell on one kiss that way.
Yet, she could still remember exactly

how his mouth had molded to hers, how the dark, male taste of him
had seeped into her. With no effort at

all, she could feel the way his body had fit against hers, strong and
hard. It didn't please her. There were enough problems to be dealt
with during her stay in Friendly, Tory reminded herself, without
dwelling on a

chance encounter with some bad-tempered Hollywood type. She'd
promised to ease the town through its

transition to a new sheriff; there was the boy, Tod, on her mind. And
her mother. Tory closed her eyes for

a moment. She had yet to come to terms with her mother.

So many things had been said after her father's death. So many
things had been left unsaid. For a woman

who was rarely confused, Tory found herself in a turmoil whenever
she dealt with her mother. As long as



her father had been alive, he'd been the buffer between them. Now,
with him gone, they were faced with

each other. With a wry laugh Tory decided her mother was just as
baffled as she was. The strain between

them wasn't lessening, and the distance was growing. With a shake
of her head she decided to let it lie. In a few months Tory would be
back in Albuquerque and that would be that. She had her life to live,
her

mother had hers.

The wise thing to do, she mused, was to develop the same attitude
toward Phil Kincaid. Their paths weren't

likely to cross again. She had purposely absented herself from town
for a few hours to avoid him. Tory

made a face at the admission. No, she didn't want to see him again.
He was trouble. It was entirely too

easy for him to be charming when he put his mind to it. And she was
wise enough to recognize

determination when she saw it. For whatever reason—pique or
attraction—he wanted her. He wouldn't be

an easy man to handle. Under most circumstances Tory might have
enjoyed pitting her will against his, but

something warned her not to press her luck.

"The sooner he's back in Tinsel Town, the better," she muttered, then
pressed her heels against the horse's sides. They were off at a full
gallop.

Phil pulled his car to a halt beside the corral and glanced around. A
short distance to the right was a small white-framed house. It was a



very simple structure, two stories high, with a wide wooden porch.
On the

side was a clothesline with a few things baking dry in the sun. There
were a few spots of color from flowers in pottery pots on either side
of the steps. The grass was short and parched. One of the window
screens

was torn. In the background he could see a few outbuildings and
what appeared 66 The Law Is a Lady to

be the beginnings of a vegetable garden. Tory's sheriff's car was
parked in front, freshly washed but already coated with a thin film of
dust.

Something about the place appealed to him. It was isolated and
quiet. Without the car in front, it might lit into any time frame in the
past century. There had been some efforts to keep it neat, but it
would never be prosperous. He would consider it more a homestead
than a ranch. With the right lighting, he mused, it

could be very effective. Climbing out of the car, Phil moved to the
right to study it from a different angle.

When he heard the low drum of hoofs, he turned and watched Tory
approach.

He forgot the house immediately and swore at his lack of a camera.
She was perfect. Under the merciless

sun she rode a palamino the shade of new gold. Nothing could have
been a better contrast for a woman of

her coloring. With her hat again at her back, her hair flew freely. She
sat straight, her movements in perfect timing with the horse's. Phil
narrowed his eyes and saw them in slow motion. That was how he
would film it



—with her hair lifting, holding for a moment before it fell again. The
dust would hang in the air behind

them. The horse's strong legs would fold and unfold so that the
viewer could see each muscle work. This

was strength and beauty and a mastery of rider over horse. He
wished he could see her hands holding the

reins.

He knew the moment she became aware of him. The rhythm never
faltered, but there was a sudden tension

in the set of her shoulders. It made him smile. No, we're not through
yet, he thought to himself. Not nearly through. Leaning against the
corral fence, he waited for her.

Tory brought the palamino to a stop with a quick tug of reins.
Remaining in the saddle, she gave Phil a

long, silent look. Casually he took sunglasses out of his pocket and
slipped them on. The gesture annoyed

her. "Kincaid," she said coolly.

"Sheriff," he returned.

' 'Is there a problem?'

He smiled slowly. "I don't think so."

Tory tossed her hair behind her shoulder, trying to disguise the
annoyance she felt at finding him there. "I thought you'd be halfway
to L.A. by now."

"Did you?"



With a sound of impatience she dismounted. The saddle creaked
with the movement as she brought one

slim leg over it, then vaulted lightly to the ground. Keeping the reins
in her hand, she studied him a

moment. "I assume your fine's been paid. You know the other
charges were dropped."

"Yes."

She tilted her head. "Well?"

"Well," he returned amiably, amused at the temper that shot into her
eyes. Yes, I'm getting to you, Victoria, he thought, and I haven't even
started yet.

Deliberately she turned away to uncinch the saddle. "Has Mr.
Sherman gone?"

"No, he's discussing flies and lures with the mayor." Phil grinned.
"Lou found a fishing soulmate."

"I see." Tory hefted the saddle from the palamino, then set it on the
fence. ' 'Then you discussed your business with the mayor this
morning."

"We came to an amicable agreement," Phil replied, watching as she
slipped the bit from the horse's mouth.

"He'll give you the details."

Without speaking, Tory gave the horse a slap on the flank, sending
him inside the corral. The gate gave a

long creak as she shut it. She turned then to face Phil directly. "Why
should he?"



"You'll want to know the schedule and so forth before the filming
starts." Her brows drew together. "I beg your pardon."

''I came to New Mexico scouting out a location for my new movie. I
needed a tired little town in the middle of nowhere."

Tory studied him for a full ten seconds. "And you found it," she said
flatly.

"Thanks to you." He smiled, appreciating the irony. "We'll start next
month." Sticking her hands in her back pockets, Tory turned to walk
a short distance away. "Wouldn't it be simpler to shoot in a studio or
in a lot?'

"No."

At his flat answer she turned back again. "I don't like it."

"I didn't think you would." He moved over to join her. "But you're
going to live with it for the better part of the summer.'

"You're going to bring your cameras and your people and your
confusion into town," she began angrily.

''Friendly runs at its own pace; now you want to bring in a life-style
most of these people can't even

imagine."

"We'll give very sedate orgies, Sheriff," he promised with a grin. He
laughed at the fury that leaped to her eyes.

"Tory, you're not a fool. We're not coming to party; we're coming to
work. Keep an actor out in this sun for ten takes, he's not going to be
disturbing the peace at night: He's going to be unconscious." He
caught a strand of her hair and twisted it around his finger. "Or do
you believe everything you read in Inside Scoop?"



She swiped his hand away in an irritated gesture. "I know more
about Hollywood than you know about

Friendly," she retorted. "I've spent some time in L.A., represented a
screenwriter in an assault case. Got him off," she added wryly. "A
few years ago I dated an actor, went to a few parties when I was on
the coast."

She shook her head. ' 'The gossip magazines might exaggerate,
Phil, but the values and life-style come

through loud and clear."

He lifted a brow. "Judgmental, Tory?"

"Maybe," she agreed. "But this is my town. I'm responsible for the
people and for the peace. If you go ahead with this, I warn you, one
of your people gets out of line, he goes to jail." His eyes narrowed.
"We have our own security."

"Your security answers to me in my town," she tossed back.
''Remember it."

"Not going to cooperate, are you?"

"Not any more than I have to."

For a moment they stood measuring each other in silence. Behind
them the palamino paced restlessly

around the corral. A fleeting, precious breeze came up to stir the
heat and dust. "All right," Phil said at length, "let's say you stay out of
my way, I'll stay out of yours."

"Perfect," Tory agreed, and started to walk away. Phil caught her
arm.

"That's professionally," he added.



As she had in his cell, Tory gave the hand on her arm a long look
before she raised her eyes to his. This

time Phil smiled.

"You're not wearing your badge now, Tory." Reaching up, he drew off
his sunglasses, then hooked them over the corral fence. "And we're
not finished."

"Kincaid—"

"Phil," he corrected, drawing her deliberately into his arms. "I thought
of you last night when I was lying in that damned cell. I promised
myself something."

Tory stiffened. Her palms pressed against his chest, but she didn't
straggle. Physically he was stronger, she reasoned. She had to rely
on her wits. "Your thoughts and your promises aren't my problem,"
she replied coolly. "Whether I'm wearing my badge or not, I'm still
sheriff, and you're annoying me. I can be mean when I'm annoyed."

"I'll just bet you can be," he murmured. Even had he wanted to, he
couldn't prevent his eyes from lingering on her mouth. "I'm going to
have you, Victoria." he said softly. "Sooner or later." Slowly he
brought his eyes back to hers. "I always keep my promises."

"I believe I have something to say about this one."

His smile was confident. "Say no," he whispered before his mouth
touched hers. She started to jerk back, but he was quick. His hand
cupped the back of her head and kept her still. His mouth was soft
and

persuasive. Long before the stiffness left her, he felt the pounding of
her heart against his. Patiently he rubbed his lips over hers, teasing,
nibbling. Tory let out an unsteady breath as her fingers curled into his
shirt.



He smelled of soap, a fragrance that was clean and sharp.
Unconsciously she breathed it in as he drew her

closer. Her arms had found their way around his neck. Her body was
straining against his, no longer stiff

but eager. The mindless pleasure was back, and she surrendered to
it. She heard his quiet moan before his

lips left hers, but before she could protest, he pressed them to her
throat. He was murmuring something

neither of them understood as his mouth began to explore. The
desperation came suddenly, as if it had

been waiting to take them both unaware. His mouth was back on
hers with a quick sav-ageness that she

anticipated.

She felt the scrape of his teeth and answered by nipping into his
bottom lip. The hands at her hips dragged her closer, tormenting
both of them. Passion flowed between them so acutely that avid,
seeking lips weren't enough. He ran his hands up her sides, letting
his thumbs find their way between their clinging bodies to

stroke her breasts. She responded by diving deep into his mouth and
demanding more. Tory felt everything

with impossible clarity: the soft, thin material of her shirt rubbing
against the straining points of her breasts as his thumbs pressed
against her; the heat of his mouth as it roamed wildly over her face,
then back to

hers; the vibration of two heartbeats.

He hadn't expected to feel this degree of need. Attraction and
challenge, but not pain. It wasn't what he



had planned—it wasn't what he wanted, and yet, he couldn't stop.
She was filling his mind, crowding his senses. Her hair was too soft,
her scent too alluring. And her taste...her taste too exotic. Greedily,
he

devoured her while her passion drove him further into her.

He knew he had to back away, but he lingered a moment longer. Her
body was so sleek and lean, her

mouth so incredibly agile. Phil allowed himself to stroke her once
more, one last bruising contact of lips

before he dragged himself away.

They were both shaken and both equally determined not to admit it.
Tory felt her pulse hammering at every

point in her body. Because her knees were trembling, she stood very
straight. Phil waited a moment,

wanting to be certain he could speak. Reaching over, he retrieved
his sunglasses and put them back on.

They were some defense; a better one was to put some distance
between them until he found his control.

"You didn't say no," he commented.

Tory stared at him, warning herself not to think until later. "I didn't say
yes," she countered. He smiled. "Oh, yes," he corrected, "you did. I'll
be back," he added before he strode to his car. Driving away, he
glanced in his rearview mirror to see her standing where he had left
her. As he punched in his cigarette lighter he saw his hand was
shaking. Round three, he thought on a long breath, was a draw.
Chapter 4

Tory stood exactly where she was until even the dust kicked up by
Phil's tires had settled. She had thought she knew the meaning of



passion, need, excitement. Suddenly the words had taken on a new
meaning. For

the first time in her life she had been seized by something that her
mind couldn't control. The hunger had

been so acute, so unexpected. It throbbed through her still, like an
ache, as she stared down the long flat road, which was now
deserted. How was it possible to need so badly, so quickly? And how
was it, she

wondered, that a woman who had always handled men with such
casual ease could be completely undone

by a kiss?

Tory shook her head and made herself turn away from die road Phil
had taken. None of it was

characteristic. It was almost as if she had been someone else for a
moment—someone whose strength and

weakness could be drawn out and manipulated. And yet, even now,
when she had herself under control,

there was something inside her fighting to be recognized. She was
going to have to take some time and

think about this carefully.

Hoisting the saddle, Tory carried it toward the barn. I'll be back. Phil's
last words echoed in her ears and sent an odd thrill over her skin.
Scowling, Tory pushed open the barn door. It was cooler inside,
permeated with the pungent scent of animals and hay. It was a scent
of her childhood, one she barely noticed even

when returning after months away from it. It never occurred to her to
puzzle over why she was as



completely at home there as she was in a tense courtroom or at a
sophisticated party. After replacing the

tack, she paced the concrete floor a moment and began to dissect
the problem. Phil Kincaid was the

problem; the offshoots were her strong attraction to him, his effect on
her and the fact that he was coming back. The attraction, Tory
decided, was unprecedented but not astonishing. He was appealing,
intelligent,

fun. Even his faults had a certain charm. If they had met under
different circumstances, she could imagine

them getting to know each other slowly, dating perhaps, enjoying a
congenial relationship. Part of the

spark, she mused, was due to the way they had met, and the fact
that each was determined not to be

outdone by the other. That made sense, she concluded, feeling
better. And if that made sense, she went

on, it followed that his effect on her was intensified by
circumstances. Logic was comfortable, so Tory

pursued it. There was something undeniably attractive about a man
who wouldn't take no for an answer. It

might be annoying, even infuriating, but it was still exciting. Beneath
the sheriff's badge and behind the

Harvard diploma, Tory was a woman first and last. It didn't hurt when
a man knew how to kiss the way Phil

Kincaid knew how to kiss, she added wryly. Unable to resist, Tory ran
the tip of her tongue over her lips.



Oh, yes, she thought with a quick smile, the man was some terrific
kisser. Vaguely annoyed with herself,

Tory wandered from the barn. The sun made her wince in defense as
she headed for the house.

Unconsciously killing time, she poked inside the hen house. The
hens were sleeping in the heat of the

afternoon, their heads tucked under their wings. Tory left them alone,
knowing her mother had gathered

the eggs that morning.

The problem now was that he was coming back. She was going to
have to deal with him—and with his own

little slice of Hollywood, she added with a frown. At the moment Tory
wasn't certain which disturbed her

more. Damn, but she wished she'd known of Phil's plans. If she
could have gotten to the mayor first... Tory stopped herself with a
self-depreciating laugh. She would have changed absolutely nothing.
As mayor, Bud

Toomey would eat up the prestige of having a major film shot in his
town. And as the owner of the one and

only hotel, he must have heard the dollars clinking in his cash
register.

Who could blame him? Tory asked herself. Her objections were
probably more personal than professional in

any case. The actor she had dated had been successful and slick,
an experienced womanizer and hedonist.

She knew too many of her prejudices lay at his feet. She'd been very
young when he'd shown her



Hollywood from his vantage point. But even without that, she
reasoned, there was the disruption the filming would bring to
Friendly, the effect on the townspeople and the very real possibility
of property damage. As sheriff, all of it fell to her jurisdiction.

What would her father have done? she wondered as she stepped
into the house. As always, the moment

she was inside, memories of him assailed her—his big, booming
voice, his laughter, his simple, man-of-

theearth logic. To Tory his presence was an intimate part of
everything in the house, down to the hassock

where he had habitually rested his feet after a long day.

The house was her mother's doing. There were the clean white walls
in the living room, the sofa that had

been re-covered again and again—this time it wore a tidy floral print.
The rugs were straight and clean, the pictures carefully aligned.
Even they had been chosen to blend in rather than to accent. Her
mother's

collection of cacti sat on the windowsill. The fragrance of a potpourri,
her mother's mixture, wafted

comfortably in the air. The floors and furniture were painstakingly
clean, magazines neatly tucked away. A

single geranium stood in a slender vase on a crocheted doily. All her
mother's doing; yet, it was her father Tory thought of when she
entered her childhood home. It always was.

But her father wouldn't come striding down the steps again. He
wouldn't catch her to him for one of his

bear hugs and noisy kisses. He'd been too young to die, Tory
thought as she gazed around the room as



though she were a stranger. Strokes were for old men, feeble men,
not strapping men in their prime. There

was no justice to it, she thought with the same impotent fury that hit
her each time she came back. No

justice for a man who had dedicated his life to justice. He should
have had more time, might have had

more time, if... Her thoughts broke off as she heard the quiet sounds
coming from the kitchen. Tory pushed

away the pain. It was difficult enough to see her mother without
remembering that last night in the hospital.

She gave herself an extra moment to settle before she crossed to
the kitchen. Standing in the doorway, she

watched as Helen re-lined the shelves in the kitchen cabinets. Her
mother's consistent tidiness had been a

sore point between them since Tory had been a girl. The woman she
watched was tiny and blond, a

youthful-looking fifty, with ladylike hands and a trim pink housedress.
Tory knew the dress had been

pressed and lightly starched. Her mother would smell faintly of soap
and nothing else. Even physically Tory felt remote from her. Her
looks, her temperament, had all come from her father. Tory could see
nothing of

herself in the woman who patiently lined shelves with dainty striped
paper. They'd never been more than

careful strangers to each other, more careful as the years passed.
Tory kept a room at the hotel rather than at home for the same
reason she kept her visits with her mother brief. Invariably their
encounters ended



badly.

"Mother."

Surprised, Helen turned. She didn't gasp or whirl at the intrusion, but
simply faced Tory with one brow

slightly lifted. "Tory. I thought I heard a car drive away."

"It was someone else."

"I saw you ride out." Helen straightened the paper meticulously.
"There's lemonade in the refrigerator. It's a dry day." Without
speaking, Tory fetched two glasses and added ice. "How are you,
Tory?"

"Very well." She hated the stiffness but could do nothing about it. So
much stood between them. Even as she poured the fresh lemonade
from her mother's marigold-trimmed glass pitcher, she could
remember the

night of her father's death, the ugly words she had spoken, the ugly
feelings she had not quite put to rest.

They had never understood each other, never been close, but that
night had brought a gap between them

that neither knew how to bridge. It only seemed to grow wider with
time.

Needing to break the silence, Tory spoke as she replaced the pitcher
in the refrigerator. ' 'Do you know

anything about the Swansons?"

"The Swansons?" The question in Helen's voice was mild. She
would never have asked directly. "They've lived outside of town for
twenty years. They keep to themselves, though she's come to
church a few times.



I believe he has a difficult time making his ranch pay. The oldest son
was a good-looking boy, about sixteen when he left." Helen replaced
her everyday dishes on the shelf in tidy stacks, then closed the
cupboard door. ' 'That would have been about four years ago. The
younger one seems rather sweet and painfully

shy."

"Tod," Tory murmured.

"Yes." Helen read the concern but knew nothing about drawing
people out, particularly her daughter. "I heard about Mr. Hollister's
window."

Tory lifted her eyes briefly. Her mother's were a calm, deep brown.
"The Kramer twins." A suggestion of a smile flickered on her
mother's lips. "Yes, of course."

"Do you know why the older Swanson boy left home?"

Helen picked up the drink Tory had poured her. But she didn't sit.
"Rumor is that Mr. Swanson has a

temper. Gossip is never reliable," she added before she drank.

"And often based in fact," Tory countered.

They fell into one of the stretches of silence that characteristically
occurred during their visits. The

refrigerator gave a loud click and began to hum. Helen carefully
wiped away the ring of moisture her glass

had made on the coun-tertop.

"It seems Friendly is about to be immortalized on film," Tory began.
At her mother's puzzled look she continued. ' T had Phillip C. Kincaid
in a cell overnight. Now it appears he's going to use Friendly as one
of the location shoots for his latest film."



"Kincaid," Helen repeated, searching her mind slowly. "Oh, Marshall
Kincaid's son." Tory grinned despite herself. She didn't think Phil
would appreciate that sort of recognition; it occurred to her
simultaneously that it was a tag he must have fought all of his
professional career. "Yes," she agreed thoughtfully. "He's a very
successful director," she found herself saying, almost in defense,
"with an impressive string of hits. He's been nominated for an Oscar
three times." Though Helen digested this, her thoughts were still on
Tory's original statement. "Did you say you had him in jail?"

Tory shook off the mood and smiled a little. "Yes, I did. Traffic
violation," she added with a shrug. "It got a little complicated...." Her
voice trailed off as she remembered that stunning moment in his cell
when his mouth had taken hers. "He's coming back," she murmured.

"To make a film?" Helen prompted, puzzled by her daughter's
bemused expression.

"What? Yes," Tory said quickly. "Yes, he's going to do some filming
here, I don't have the details yet. It seems he cleared it with the
mayor this morning."

But not with you, Helen thought, but didn't say so. "How interesting."

"We'll see," Tory muttered. Suddenly restless, she rose to pace to
the sink. The view from the window was simply a long stretch of
barren ground that was somehow fascinating. Her father had loved it
for what it

was—stark and desolate.

Watching her daughter, Helen could remember her husband
standing exactly the same way, looking out

with exactly the same expression. She felt an intolerable wave of
grief and controlled it. "Friendly will be buzzing about this for quite
some time," she said briskly.



"It'll buzz all right," Tory muttered. But no one will think of the
complications, she added to herself.

"Do you expect trouble?" her mother asked,

"I'll handle it."

''Always so sure of yourself, Tory."

Tory's shoulders stiffened automatically. "Am I, Mother?" Turning,
she found her mother's eyes, calm and direct, on her. They had been
just that calm, and just that direct, when she had told Tory she had

requested her father's regulator be unplugged. Tory had seen no
sorrow, no regret or indecision. There had

been only the passive face and the matter-of-fact words. For that,
more than anything else, Tory had never

forgiven her.

As they watched each other in the sun-washed kitchen, each
remembered clearly the garishly lit waiting

room that smelled of old cigarettes and sweat. Each remembered
the monotonous hum of the air

conditioner and the click of feet on tile in the corridor outside....

"No!" Tory had whispered the word, then shouted it. "No, you can't!
You can't just let him die!"

"He's already gone, Tory," Helen had said flatly. "You have to accept
it."

"No!" After weeks of seeing her father lying motionless with a
machine pumping oxygen into his body, Tory had been crazy with
grief and fear. She had been a long, long way from acceptance.
She'd watched her



mother sit calmly while she had paced—watched her sip tea while
her own stomach had revolted at the

thought of food. Brain-dead. The phrase had made her violently ill. It
was she who had wept uncontrollably

at her father's bedside while Helen had stood dry-eyed.

"You don't care," Tory had accused. "It's easier for you this way. You
can go back to your precious routine and not be disturbed."

Helen had looked at her daughter's ravaged face and nodded. "It is
easier this way."

"I won't let you." Desperate, Tory had pushed her hands through her
hair and tried to think. "There are ways to stop you. I'll get a court
order, and—"

"It's already done," Helen had told her quietly.

All the color had drained from Tory's face, just as she had felt all the
strength drain from her body. Her

father was dead. At the flick of a switch he was dead. Her mother
had flicked the switch. "You killed him."

Helen hadn't winced or shrunk from the words. "You know better
than that, Tory."

"If you'd loved him—if you'd loved him, you couldn't have done this."

"And your kind of love would have him strapped to that machine,
helpless and empty."

"Alive!" Tory had tossed back, letting hate wash over the unbearable
grief. "Damn you, he was still alive."

"Gone," Helen had countered, never raising her voice. "He'd been
gone for days. For weeks, really. It's time you dealt with it."



"It's so easy for you, isn't it?" Tory had forced back the tears because
she had wanted—needed—to meet her mother on her own terms.
"Nothing—no one—has ever managed to make you feel. Not even
him."

"There are different kinds of love, Tory," Helen returned stiffly.
"You've never understood anything but your own way."

"Love?" Tory had gripped her hands tightly together to keep from
striking out. "I've never seen you show anyone love. Now Dad's
gone, but you don't cry. You don't mourn. You'll go home and hang
out the wash

because nothing—by God, nothing—can interfere with your precious
routine." Helen's shoulders had been

very straight as she faced her daughter. "I won't apologize for being
what I am," she had said. "Any more than I expect you to defend
yourself to me. But I do say you loved your father too much, Victoria.
For that I'm sorry."

Tory had wrapped her arms around herself tightly, unconsciously
rocking. "Oh, you're so cold," she had whispered. "So cold. You have
no feelings." She had badly needed comfort then, a word, an arm
around her. But Helen was unable to offer, Tory unable to ask. ' 'You
did this," she had said in a strained, husky voice. "You took him from
me. I'll never forgive you for it."

"No." Helen had nodded slightly. "I don't expect you will. You're
always so sure of yourself, Tory." Now the two women watched each
other across a new grave: dry-eyed, expressionless. A man who had
been

husband and father stood between them still. Words threatened to
pour out again—harsh, bitter words.

Each swallowed them.



"I have to get back to town," Tory told her. She walked from the room
and from the house. After standing in the silence a moment, Helen
turned back to her shelves.

The pool was shaped like a crescent and its water was deep, deep
blue. There were palm trees swaying

gently in the night air. The scent of flowers was strong, almost
tropical. It was a cool spot, secluded by

trees, banked with blossoming bushes. A narrow terrace outlined the
pool with mosaic tile that glimmered in the moonlight. Speakers had
been craftily camouflaged so that the strains of Debussy seemed to
float out of the air. A tall iced drink laced with Jamaican rum sat on a
glass-topped patio table beside a telephone. Still wet from his swim,
Phil lounged on a chaise. Once again he tried to discipline his mind.
He'd spent the

entire day filming two key scenes in the studio. He'd had a little
trouble with Sam Dressier, the leading man.

It wasn't surprising. Dressier didn't have a reputation for being
congenial or cooperative, just for being

good. Phil wasn't looking to make a lifelong friendship, just a film.
Still, when the clashes began this early in a production, it wasn't a
good omen of things to come. He was going to have to use some
strategy in

handling Dressier.

At least, Phil mused as he absently picked up his drink, he'd have no
trouble with the crew. He'd handpicked them and had worked with
each and every one of them before. Bicks, his cinematographer, was
the best in

the business— creative enough to be innovative and practical
enough not to insist on making a statement



with each frame. His assistant director was a workhorse who knew
the way Phil's mind worked. Phil knew

his crew down to the last gaffer and grip. When they went on
location... Phil's thoughts drifted back to Tory, as they had insisted on
doing for days. She was going to be pretty stiffnecked about having
her town

invaded, he reflected. She'd hang over his shoulder with that tin
badge pinned to her shirt. Phil hated to

admit that the idea appealed to him. With a little pre-planning, he
could find a number of ways to put

himself in her path. Oh, yes, he intended to spend quite a bit of time
getting under Sheriff Ashton's skin.

Soft, smooth skin, Phil remembered, that smelled faintly of
something that a man might find in a harem.

Dark, dusky and titillating. He could picture her in silk, something
chic and vivid, with nothing underneath but that long, lean body of
hers.

The quick flash of desire annoyed him enough to cause him to toss
back half his drink. He intended to get

under her skin, but he didn't intend for it to work the other way
around. He knew women, how to please

them, charm them. He also knew how to avoid the complication of
one woman. There was safety in

numbers; using that maxim, Phil had enjoyed his share of women.

He liked them not only sexually but as companions. A great many of
the women whose names he had been



romantically linked with were simply friends. The number of women
he had been credited with conquering

amused him. He could hardly have worked the kind of schedule he
imposed on himself if he spent all his

time in the bedroom. Still, he had enjoyed perhaps a bit more than
his share of romances, always careful to keep the tone light and the
rules plain. He intended to do exactly the same thing with Tory. It
might be true that she was on his mind a great deal more often than
any other woman in his memory. It might be true

that he had been affected more deeply by her than anyone else.
But... Phil frowned over the but a

moment. But, he reaffirmed, it was just because their meeting had
been unique. The memory of his night in

the steamy little cell caused him to grimace. He hadn't paid her back
for that yet, and he was determined

to. He hadn't cared for being under someone else's control. He'd
grown used to deference in his life, a

respect that had come first through his parents and then through his
own talent. He never thought much

about money. The fact that he hadn't been able to buy himself out of
the cell was infuriating. Though more

often than not he did for himself, he was accustomed to servants—
perhaps more to having his word

obeyed. Tory hadn't done what he ordered, and had done what he
asked only when it had suited her.

It didn't matter that Phil was annoyed when people fawned over him
or catered to him. That was what he



was used to. Instead of fawning, Tory had been lightly disdainful, had
tossed out a compliment on his work, then laughed at him. And had
made him laugh, he remembered.

He wanted to know more about her. For days he had toyed with the
notion of having someone check into

Victoria L. Ashton, Attorney. What had stopped him had not been a
respect for privacy so much as a desire

to make the discoveries himself. Who was a woman who had a face
like a madonna, a voice like whiskey

and honey and handled a .45? Phil was going to find out if it took all
of the dry, dusty summer. He'd find

the time, he mused, although the shooting schedule was back-
breaking.

Leaning back against the cushion of the chaise, Phil looked up at the
sky. He'd refused the invitation to a party on the excuse that he had
work and a scene to shoot early in the morning. Now he was thinking
of

Tory instead of the film, and he no longer had any sense of time. He
knew he should work her out of his

system so that he could give the film his full attention, without
distractions. He knew he wouldn't. Since he'd returned from Friendly,
he hadn't had the least inclination to pick up the phone and call any
of the women

he knew. He could pacify friends and acquaintances by using the
excuse of his work schedule, but he knew.

There was only one companion he wanted at the moment, one
woman. One lover. He wanted to kiss her



again to be certain he hadn't imagined the emotions he had felt. And
the sense of right-ness. Oddly, he

found he didn't want to dilute the sensation with the taste or feel of
another woman. It worried him but he brushed it off, telling himself
that the obsession would fade once he had Tory where he wanted
her. What

worried him more was the fact that he wanted to talk to her. Just talk.
Vaguely disturbed, Phil rose. He was tired, that was all. And there
was that new script to read before he went to bed. The house was
silent

when he entered through the glass terrace doors. Even the music
had stopped without his noticing. He

stepped down into the sunken living room, the glass still in his hand.
The room smelled very faintly of the lemon oil the maid had used
that morning. The maroon floor tiles shone. On the deep, plump
cushions of

the sofa a dozen pillows were tossed with a carelessness that was
both inviting and lush. He himself had

chosen the tones of blue and green and ivory that dominated the
room, as well as the Impressionist

painting on the wall, the only artwork in the room. There were mirrors
and large expanses of windows that

gave the room openness. It held nothing of the opulence of the
houses he had grown up in, yet maintained

the same ambience of money and success. Phil was easy with it, as
he was with his life, himself and his

views on his future.



Crossing the room, he walked toward the curving open staircase that
led to the second floor. The treads

were un-carpeted. His bare feet slapped the wood gently. He was
thinking that he had been pleased with

the rushes. He and Huffman had watched them together. Now that
the filming was progressing, his

producer was more amiable. There were fewer mutterings about
guarantors and cost overruns. And

Huffman had been pleased with the idea of shooting the bulk of the
film on location. Financially the deal

with Friendly had been advantageous. Nothing put a smile on a
producer's face quicker, Phil thought wryly.

He went to shower.

The bath was enormous. Even more than the secluded location, it
had been Phil's main incentive for buying

the house high in the hills. The shower ran along one wall, with the
spray shooting from both sides. He

switched it on, stripping out of his trunks while the bathroom grew
steamy. Even as he stepped inside, he

remembered the cramped little stall he had showered in that stifling
morning in Friendly. The soap had still been wet, he recalled, from
Tory. It had been a curiously intimate feeling to rub the small cake
along his

own skin and imagine it sliding over hers. Then he had run out of hot
water while he was still covered with lather. He'd cursed her fluently
and wanted her outrageously. Standing between the hot
crisscrossing



sprays, Phil knew he still did. On impulse he reached out and
grabbed the phone that hung on the wall

beside the shower.

"I want to place a call to Friendly, New Mexico," he told the operator.
Ignoring the time, he decided to take a chance. "The sheriff's office."
Phil waited while steam rose from the shower. The phone clicked
and hummed then rang.

"Sheriffs office."

The sound of her voice made him grin. "Sheriff."

Tory frowned, setting down the coffee that was keeping her awake
over the brief she was drafting. "Yes?"

"Phil Kincaid."

There was complete silence as Tory's mouth opened and closed.
She felt a thrill she considered ridiculously juvenile and straightened
at her desk. "Well," she said lightly, "did you forget your toothbrush?"

"No." He was at a loss for a moment, struggling to formulate a
reasonable excuse for the call. He wasn't a love-struck teenager who
called his girl just to hear her voice. "The shooting's on schedule," he
told her, thinking fast. "We'll be in Friendly next week. I wanted to be
certain there were no problems." Tory glanced over at the cell,
remembering how he had looked standing there. "Your location
manager has been in touch with me and the mayor," she said,
deliberately turning her eyes away from the cell. "You have all the
necessary permits. The hotel's booked for you. I had to light to keep
my own room. Several people are

making arrangements to rent out rooms in their homes to
accommodate you." She didn't have to add that



the idea didn't appeal to her. Her tone told him everything. Again he
found himself grinning.

"Still afraid we're going to corrupt your town. Sheriff?"

"You and your people will stay in line, Kincaid," she returned, "or
you'll have your old room back."

"It's comforting to know you have it waiting for me. Arc you?''

"Waiting for you?" She gave a quick snort of laughter. "Just like the
Egyptians waited for the next plague."

"Ah, Victoria, you've a unique way of putting things." Tory frowned,
listening to the odd hissing on the line.

"What's that noise?" "Noise?"

"It sounds like water running."

"It is," he told her. "I'm in the shower."

For a full ten seconds Tory said nothing, then she burst out laughing.
"Phil, why did you call me from the shower?"

Something about her laughter and the way she said his name had
him struggling against a fresh torrent of

needs. "Because it reminded me of you."

Tory propped her feet on the desk, forgetting her brief. Something in
her was softening. "Oh?" was all she said.

"I remembered running out of hot water halfway through my shower
in your guest room." He pushed wet hair out of his eyes. "At the time
I wasn't in the mood to lodge a formal complaint."

"I'll take it up with the management." She caught her tongue between
her teeth for a moment. "I wouldn't expect deluxe accommodations



in the hotel, Kincaid. There's no room service or phones in the
bathroom."

"We'll survive."

"That's yet to be seen," she said dryly. "Your group may undergo
culture shock when they find themselves without a Jacuzzi."

"You really think we're a soft bunch, don't you?" Annoyed, Phil
switched the phone to his other hand. It nearly slid out of his wet
palm. "You may learn a few things about the people in the business
this summer, Victoria. I'm going to enjoy teaching you."

"There's nothing I want to learn from you," she said quietly.

"Want and need are entirely different words," he pointed out. He
could almost see the flash of temper leap into her eyes. It gave him a
curious pleasure.

"As long as you play by the rules, there won't be any trouble."

"There'll be a time, Tory," he murmured into the receiver, "that you
and I will play by my rules. I still have a promise to keep."

Tory pulled her legs from the desk so that her boots hit the floor with
a clatter. "Don't forget to wash behind your ears," she ordered, then
hung up with a bang.



Chapter 5
Tory was in her office when they arrived. The rumble of cars outside
could mean only one thing. She forced herself to complete the form
she was filling out before she rose from her desk. Of course she
wasn't in any hurry to see him again, but it was her duty to be certain
the town remained orderly during the arrival of the people from
Hollywood. Still, she hesitated a moment, absently fingering her
badge. She hadn't yet resolved how she was going to handle Phil.
She knew the law clearly enough, but the law wouldn't help when
she

had to deal with him without her badge. Tod burst through the door,
his eyes wide, his face flushed.

"Tory, they're here! A whole bunch of them in front of the hotel.
There're vans and cars and everything!"

Though she felt more like swearing, she had to smile at him. He only
forgot himself and called her Tory

when he was desperately excited. And he was such a sweet boy,
she mused, so full of dreams. Crossing to

him, she dropped an arm over his shoulder. He no longer cringed.

"Let's go see," she said simply.

"Tory—Sheriff," Tod corrected himself, although the words all but
tumbled over each other, ' 'do you think that guy'll let me watch him
make the movie? You know, the guy you had in jail."

"I know," Tory murmured as they stepped outside. "I imagine so," she
answered absentmindedly. The scene outside was so out of place in
Friendly, it almost made Tory laugh. There were several vehicles in



front of the hotel, and crowds of people. The mayor stood on the
sidewalk, talking to everyone at once. Several of

the people from California were looking around the town with
expressions of curiosity and astonishment.

They were being looked over with the same expressions by people
from Friendly. Different planets, Tory

mused with a slight smile. Take me to your leader. When she spotted
Phil, the smile faded.

He was dressed casually, as he had been on his first visit to town—
no different than the members of his

crew. And yet, there was a difference. He held the authority; there
was no mistaking it. Even while

apparently listening to the mayor, he was giving orders. And, Tory
added thoughtfully, being obeyed. There

seemed to be a certain friendliness between him and his crew, as
well as an underlying respect. There was

some laughter and a couple of shouts as equipment was unloaded,
but the procedure was meticulously

orderly. He watched over every detail.

"Wow." Tod said under his breath. ""Look at all that stuff. I bet they've
got cameras in those boxes. Maybe I'll get a chance to look through
one."

"Mmm." Tory saw Phil laugh and heard the sound of it drift to her
across the street. Then he saw her. His smile didn't fade but altered
subtly. They assessed each other while his people milled and hers
whispered.



The assessment became a challenge with no words spoken. She
stood very straight, her arm still casually

draped around the boy's shoulders. Phil noticed the gesture even as
he felt a stir that wasn't wholly

pleasant. He ached, he discovered, baffled. Just looking at her made
him ache. She looked cool, even

remote, but her eyes were directed at his. He could see the small
badge pinned to the gentle sweep of her

breast. On the dry, sweltering day she was wine, potent and
irresistible—and perhaps unwise. One of his

crew addressed him twice before Phil heard him.

' What?' His eyes never left Tory's.

"Huffman's on the phone."

"I'll get back to him." Phil started across the street.

When Tory's arm stiffened, Tod glanced up at her in question. He
saw that her eyes were fixed on the man

walking toward them. He frowned, but when Tory's arm relaxed, so
did he.

Phil stopped just short of the sidewalk so that their eyes were at the
same level. "Sheriff."

"Kincaid," she said coolly.

Briefly he turned to the boy and smiled. "Hello, Tod. How are you?"

"Fine." The boy stared at him from under a thatch of tumbled hair.
The fact that Phil had spoken to him, and remembered his name,
made something move inside Tory.



'She pushed it away, reminding herself she couldn't afford loo many
good feelings toward Phil Kincaid.

"Can I..." Tod began. He shifted nervously, then drew up his cour-
Ige. "Do you think I could see some of that stuff?"

A grin flashed on Phil's face. "Sure. Go over and ask lor Micks. Tell
him I said to show you a camera."

"Yeah?" Thrilled, he stared at Phil for a moment, then glanced up at
Tory in question. When she smiled down at him, Phil watched the
boy's heart leap to his eyes.

Uh-oh, he thought, seeing the slight flush creep into the boy's
cheeks. Tory gave him a quick squeeze and

the color deepened.

"Go ahead." she told him.

Phil watched the boy dash across the street before he liirned his
gaze back to Tory. "It seems you have another conquest. I have to
admire his taste." When she stared at him blankly, he shook his
head. "Good God, Tory, the kid's in love with you."

"Don't be ridiculous," she retorted. "He's a child."

"Not quite," he countered. "And certainly old enough to be infatuated
with a beautiful woman." He grinned again, seeing her distress as
her eyes darted after Tod. ' 'I was a fourteen-year-old boy once
myself."

Annoyed that he had pointed out something she'd been oblivious to,
Tory glared at him. ' 'But never as

innocent as that one."

"No," he agreed easily, and stepped up on the sidewalk. She had to
shift the angle of her chin to keep her eyes in line with his. "It's good



to see you, Sheriff."

"Is it?" she returned lazily as she studied his face.

"Yes, I wondered if I'd imagined just how beautiful you were."

"You've brought quite a group with you," she commented, ignoring
his statement. "There'll be more, I imagine."

"Some. I need some footage of the town, the countryside. The actors
will be here in a couple of days."

Nodding, she leaned against a post. "You'll have to store your
vehicles at Bestler's. If you have any plans to use a private
residence or a store for filming, you'll have to make the
arrangements individually.

Hernandez's Bar is open until eleven on weeknights, one on
Saturday. Consumption of alcohol on the streets

is subject to a fifty-dollar fine. You're liable for any damage to private
property. Whatever alterations you make for the filming will again
have to be cleared individually. Anyone causing a disturbance in the
hotel or on the streets after midnight will be fined and sentenced. As
this is your show, Kincaid, I'll hold you

personally responsible for keeping your people in line." He listened
to her rundown of the rules with the appearance of careful interest.
"Have dinner with me." She very nearly smiled. "Forget it." When she
started to walk by him, he took her arm.

"Neither of us is likely to do that, are we?"

Tory didn't shake off his arm. It felt too good to be touched by him
again. She did, however, give him a

long, lazy look. "Phil, both of us have a job to do. Let's keep it
simple."



"By all means." He wondered what would happen if he kissed her
right then and there. It was what he wanted, he discovered, more
than anything he had wanted in quite some time. It would also be
unwise.

"What if we call it a business dinner?"

Tory laughed. "Why don't we call it what it is?"

"Because then you wouldn't come, and I do want to talk to you."

The simplicity of his answer disconcerted her. ' 'About what?"

"Several things." His fingers itched to move to her face, to feel the
soft, satiny texture of her skin. He kept them loosely hooked around
her arm. ' 'Among them, my show and your town. Wouldn't it simplify
matters

for both of us if we understood each other and came to a few basic
agreements?" "Maybe."

"Have dinner with me in my room." When her brow arched, he
continued lazily. "It's also my office for the lime being," he reminded
her. "I'd like to clear the air regarding my film. If we're going to argue,
Sheriff, let's do it privately."

The Sheriff did it. It was both her title and her job. "All right," she
agreed. "Seven o'clock."

"Fine." When she started to walk away, he stopped her. "Sheriff," he
said with a quick grin, "leave the gun in the desk, okay? It'll kill my
appetite."

She gave a snort of laughter. ' T can handle you without it, Kincaid."

Tory frowned at the clothes hanging inside her closet, liven while she
had been showering, she had



considered putting on work clothes—and her badge—for her dinner
with Phil. But that would have been

petty, and pettiness wasn't her style. She ran a fingertip over an
emerald-green silk dress. It was very

simply cut, narrow, with a high neck that buttoned to the waist.
Serviceable and attractive, she decided,

slipping it off the hanger. Laying it across the bed, she shrugged out
of her robe. Outside, the streets were quiet. She hoped they stayed
that way, as she'd put Merle in charge for the evening. People would
be

gathered in their homes, at the drugstore, at the bar, discussing the
filming. That had been the main topic of the town for weeks,
overriding the heat, the lack of rain and the Kramer twins. Tory
smiled as she laced the front of her teddy. Yes, people needed their
little entertainments, and this was the biggest thing to

happen in Friendly in years. She was going to have to roll with it. To
a point. She slipped the dress over her head, feeling the silk slither
on her skin. It had been a long time, she realized, since she had
bothered

about clothes. In Albuquerque she took a great deal of care about
her appearance. A courtroom image was

as important as an opening statement, particularly in a jury trial.
People judged. Still, she was a woman

who knew how to incorporate style with comfort.

The dress flattered her figure while giving her complete freedom of
movement. Tory looked in the

bureautop mirror to study her appearance. The mirror cut her off at
just above the waist. She rose on her



toes and turned to the side but was still frustrated with a partial view
of herself. Well, she decided, letting her feet go flat again, it would
just have to do.

She sprayed on her scent automatically, remembering too late Phil's
comment on it. Tory frowned at the

delicate bottle as she replaced it on the dresser. She could hardly go
and scrub the perfume off now. With a shrug she sat on the bed to
put on her shoes. The mattress creaked alarmingly. Handling Phil
Kincaid was

no problem, she told herself. That was half the reason she had
agreed to have dinner with him. It was a

matter of principle. She wasn't a woman to be seduced or charmed
into submission, particularly by a man of

Kincaid's reputation. Spoiled, she thought again, but with a tad too
much affection for her liking. He'd grown up privileged, in a world of
glitter and glamour. He expected everything to come his way, women
included.

Tory had grown up respecting the value of a dollar in a world of
ordinary people and day-to-day struggles.

She, too, expected everything to come her way—after she'd
arranged it. She left the room determined to

come out on top in the anticipated encounter. She even began to
look forward to it. Phil's room was right

next door. Though she knew he had seen to that small detail himself,
Tory planned to make no mention of

it. She gave a brisk knock and waited.

When he opened the door, the glib remark Phil had intended to make
vanished from his brain. He



remembered his own thoughts about seeing her in something silk
and vivid and could only stare. Exquisite.

It was the word that hammered inside his brain, but even that
wouldn't come through his lips. He knew at

that moment he'd have to have her or go through his life obsessed
with the need to.

"Victoria," he managed after a long moment.

Though her pulse had begun to pound at the look in his eyes, at the
husky way he had said her name, she

gave him a brisk smile. "Phillip," she said very formally. "Shall I come
in or eat out here?" Phil snapped back. Stammering and staring
wasn't going to get him very far. He took her hand to draw her inside,
then

locked the door, uncertain whether he was locking her in or the world
out. Tory glanced around the small,

haphazardly furnished room. Phil had already managed to leave his
mark on it. The bureau was stacked

with papers. There was a note pad, scrawled in from margin to
margin, a few stubby pencils and a two-way

radio. The shades were drawn and the room was lit with candles.
Tory lifted her brows at this, glancing

toward the folding card table covered with the hotel's best linen. Two
dishes were covered to keep in the

heat while a bottle of wine was open. Strolling over, Tory lifted it to
study the label.

' 'Chateau Haut-Brion Blanc,'' she murmured with a perfect accent.
Still holding the bottle, she sent Phil a look. "You didn't pick this up at



Mendleson's Liquors."

"1 always take a few... amenities when I go on location."

Tilting her head, Tory set down the bottle. "And the candles?"

"Local drugstore," he told her blandly. "Wine and candlelight," she
mused. "For a business dinner?"

"Humor the director," he suggested, crossing over to pour out two
glasses of wine. "We're always setting scenes. It's uncontrollable."
Handing her a glass, he touched it with the rim of his own. "Sheriff, to
a comfortable relationship."

"Association," she corrected, then drank. "Very nice," she approved.
She let her eyes skim over him briefly.

He wore casual slacks, impeccably tailored, with an open-collared
cream-colored shirt that accented his lean torso. The candlelight
picked up the deep tones of red in his hair. "You look more suited to
your profession than when I first saw you," she commented.

"And you less to yours," he countered.

"Really?" Turning away, she wandered the tiny room. The small
throw rug was worn thin in patches, the headboard of the bed
scarred, the nightstand a bit unsteady. "How do you like the
accommodations,

Kincaid?"

"They'll do."

She laughed into her wine. "Wait until it gets hot." "Isn't it?"

"Do the immortal words 'You ain't seen nothing yet' mean anything to
you?" He forced himself to keep his eyes from the movements of her
body under the silk. "Want to see all the Hollywood riffraff melt away,
Tory?'



Turning, she disconcerted him by giving him her dashing smile. "No,
I'll wish you luck instead. After all, I invariably admire your finished
product."

"If not what goes into making it."

"Perhaps not," she agreed. "What are you feeding me?"

He was silent for a moment, studying the eyes that laughed at him
over the rim of a wineglass. "The menu is rather limited."

"Meat loaf?" she asked dubiously, knowing it was the hotel's
specialty.

"God forbid. Chicken and dumplings."

Tory walked back to him. "In that case I'll stay." They sat, facing each
other across the folding table. "Shall we get business out of the way,
Kincaid, or will it interfere with your digestion?" He laughed, then
surprised her by reaching out to take one of her hands in both of his.
"You're a hell of a woman, Tory. Why are you afraid to use my first
name?"

She faltered a moment, but let her hand lay unresisting in his.
Because it's too personal, she thought.

"Afraid?" she countered.

"Reluctant?" he suggested, allowing his fingertip to trace the back of
her hand.

"Immaterial." Gently she removed her hand from his. "I was told
you'd be shooting here for about six weeks." She lifted the cover
from her plate and set it aside. "Is that firm?"

"According to the guarantors." Phil muttered, taking another sip of
wine. "Guarantors?"

' Tyco, Inc., completion-bond company."



"Oh, yes." Tory toyed with her chicken. "I'd heard that was a new
wave in Hollywood. They guarantee that the movie will be completed
on time and within budget— or else they pay the overbudget costs.
They can

fire you, can't they?"

"Me, the producer, the stars, anyone," Phil agreed. "Practical."

"Stifling," he returned, and stabbed into his chicken.

"From your viewpoint, I imagine," Tory reflected. "Still, as a business,
it makes sense. Creative people often have to be shown
certain...boundaries. Such as," she continued, "the ones I outlined
this morning."

"And boundaries often have to be flexible. Such as," he said with a
smile, "some night scenes we'll be shooting: I'm going to need your
cooperation. The townspeople are welcome to watch any phase of
the

shoot, as long as they don't interfere, interrupt or get in the way.
Also, some of the equipment being

brought in is very expensive and very sensitive. We have security,
but as sheriff, you may want to spread

the word that it's off limits."

"Your equipment is your responsibility," she reminded him. ' 'But I will
issue a statement. Before you shoot your night scenes, you'll have to
clear it through my office."

He gave her a long, hard look. "Why?"

"If you're planning on working in the middle of the night in the middle
of town, I'll need prior confirmation.

In that way I can keep disorder to a minimum."



"There'll be times I'll need the streets blocked off and cleared."

"Send me a memo," she said. "Dates, times. Friendly can't come to a
stop to accommodate you." "It's nearly there in any case."

"We don't have a fast lane." Irresistibly she sent him a grin. "As you
discovered." He gave her a mild glance. "I'd also like to use some of
the locals for extras and walk-ons." Tory rolled her eyes. "God, you
are looking for trouble. Go ahead," she said with a shrug, "send out
your casting call, but you'd better use everyone that answers it, one
way or another." As he'd already figured that one out for himself, Phil
was unperturbed. "Interested?" he asked casually.

"Hmm?"

"Are you interested?"

Tory laughed as she held out her glass for more wine. "No."

Phil let the bottle hover a moment. "I'm serious, Tory. I'd like to put
you on film."

"I haven't got the time or the inclination."

"You've got the looks and, I think, the talent."

She smiled, more amused than flattered. "Phil, I'm a lawyer. That's
exactly what I want to be."

"Why?"

He saw immediately that the question had thrown her off balance.
She stared at him a moment with the

glass to her lips. "Because the law fascinates me," she said after a
pause. "Because I respect it. Because I like to think that occasionally
I have something to do with the process of justice. I worked hard to
get into Harvard, and harder when I got there. It means something to
me."



"Yet, you've given it up for six months."

"Not completely." She frowned at the steady flame of the candle.
"Regardless, it's necessary. There'll still be cases to try when I go
back."

"I'd like to see you in the courtroom," he murmured, watching the
quiet light flicker in her eyes. "I bet you're fabulous."

"Outstanding," she agreed, smiling again. "The assistant D.A. hates
me." She took another bite of chicken.

"What about you? Why directing instead of acting?"

"It never appealed to me." Leaning back, Phil found himself curiously
relaxed and stimulated. He felt he could look at her forever. Her
fragrance, mixed with the scent of hot wax, was erotic, her voice
soothing. '

'And I suppose I liked the idea of giving orders rather than taking
them. With directing you can alter a

scene, change a tone, set the pace for an entire story. An actor can
only work with one character, no

matter how complex it may be."

"You've never directed either of your parents." Tory let the words
hang so that he could take them either as a statement or a question.
When he smiled, the creases in his cheeks deepened so that she
wondered how

it would feel to run her fingers along them.

"No." He tipped more wine into his glass. "It might make quite a
splash, don't you think? The three of us together on one film. Even
though they've been divorced for over twenty-five years, they'd send
the glossies into a frenzy."



"You could do two separate films," she pointed out.

"True." He pondered over it a moment. "If the right scripts came
along..." Abruptly he shook his head. "I've thought of it, even been
approached a couple of times, but I'm not sure it would be a wise
move

professionally or personally. They're quite a pair," he stated with a
grin. "Temperamental, explosive and probably two of the best
dramatic actors in the last fifty years. Both of them wring the last
drop of blood from a character."

"I've always admired them," Tory agreed. "Especially in the movies
they made together. They put a lot of chemistry on the screen."

"And off it," Phil murmured. "It always amazed me that they
managed to stay together for almost ten years.

Neither of them had that kind of longevity in their other marriages.
The problem was that they never

stopped competing. It gave them the spark on the screen and a lot of
problems at home. It's difficult to live with someone when you're
afraid he or she might be just a little better than you are."

"But you're very fond of them, aren't you?" She watched his mobile
brow lift in question. "It shows," she told him. "It's rather nice."

"Fond," he agreed. "Maybe a little wary. They're formidable people,
together or separately. I grew up listening to lines being cued over
breakfast and hearing producers torn to shreds at dinner. My father
lived each role. If he was playing a psychotic, I could expect to find a
crazed man in the bathroom."

"Obsession," Tory recalled, delighted. "1957."

"Very good," Phil approved. "Are you a fan?"



''Naturally. I got my first kiss watching Marshall Kincaid in Endless
Journey. '' She gave a throaty laugh.

"The movie was the more memorable of the two."

"You were in diapers when that movie was made," Phil calculated.

"Ever heard of the late show?"

"Young girls," he stated, "should be in bed at that hour." Tory
suppressed a laugh. Resting her elbows on the table, she set her
chin on cupped hands. "And young boys?"

"Would stay out of trouble," he finished.

"The hell they would," Tory countered, chuckling. "As I recall,
your...exploits started at a tender age. What was the name of that
actress you were involved with when you were sixteen? She was in
her twenties as I

remember, and—"

"More wine?" Phil interrupted, filling her glass before she could
answer.

"Then there was the daughter of that comedian." "We were like
cousins."

"Really?" Tory drew out the word with a doubtful look. "And the
dancer...ah, Nicki Clark."

"Great moves," Phil remembered, then grinned at her. "You seem to
be more up on my... exploits than I am. Did you spend all your free
time at Harvard reading movie magazines?"

"My roommate did," Tory confessed. ''She was a drama major. I see
her on a commercial now and again.



And then I knew someone in the business. Your name's dropped
quite a bit at parties."

"The actor you dated."

"Total recall," Tory murmured, a bit uncomfortable. "You amaze me."

"Tool of the trade. What was his name?"

Tory picked up her wine, studying it for a moment. "Chad Billings."

"Billings?" Surprised and not altogether pleased, Phil frowned at her.
"A second-rate leech, Tory. I wouldn't think him your style."

"No?" She shot him a direct look. "He was diverting and...
educational." "And married."

"Judgmental, Phil?" she countered, then gave a shrug. "He was in
between victims at the time."

"Aptly put," Phil murmured. "If you got your view of the industry
through him, I'm surprised you didn't put up roadblocks to keep us
out."

"It was a thought," she told him, but smiled again. "I'm not a
complete fool, you know." But Phil continued to frown at her,
studying her intensely. He was more upset at thinking of her with
Billings than he should

have been. "Did he hurt you?" he demanded abruptly. Surprised,
Tory stared at him. "No," she said slowly.

"Although I suppose he might have if I'd allowed it. We didn't see
each other exclusively or for very long. I was in L.A. on a case at the
time."

"Why Albuquerque?" Phil wondered aloud. "Lou was impressed with
you, and he's not easily impressed.



Why aren't you in some glass and leather office in New York?"

"I hate traffic," Tory sat back now, swirling the wine and relaxing.
"And I don't rush."

"L.A.?"

"I don't play tennis."

He laughed, appreciating her more each moment. "I love the way
you boil things down, Tory. What do you do when you're not
upholding the law?"

"As I please, mostly. Sports and hobbies are too demanding." She
tossed back her hair. "I like to sleep."

"You forget, I've seen you ride."

"That's different." The wine had mellowed her mood. She didn't
notice that the candles were growing low and the hour late. "It
relaxes me. Clears my head."

"Why do you live in a room in the hotel when you have a house right
outside of town?" Her fingers tightened on the stem of the wineglass
only slightly: He was an observant man.

"It's simpler."

Leave this one alone for a while, he warned himself. It's a very
tender spot.

"And what do you do when you're not making a major statement on
film?" she asked, forcing her hand to relax.

Phil accepted her change of subject without question. "Read
scripts... watch movies."

"Go to parties," Tory added sagely.



"That too. It's all part of the game."

"Isn't it difficult sometimes, living in a town where so much is
pretense? Even considering the business end of your profession,
you have to deal with the lunacy, the make-believe, even the
desperation. How do you

separate the truth from the fantasy?"

"How do you in your profession?" he countered.

Tory thought for a moment, then nodded. "Touche." Rising, she
wandered to the window. She pushed aside the shade, surprised to
see that the sun had gone down. A few red streaks hovered over the
horizon, but in

the east the sky was dark. A few early stars were already out. Phil
sat where he was, watched her and

wanted her.

"There's Merle making his rounds," Tory said with a smile in her
voice. "He's got his official expression on. I imagine he's hoping to be
discovered. If he can't be a tough lawman from the nineteenth
century, he'd

settle for playing one." A car pulled into town, stopping in front of the
pool hall with a sharp squeal of brakes. "Oh, God, it's the twins." She
sighed, watching Merle turn and stride in their direction. "There's
been no peace in town since that pair got their licenses. I suppose
I'd better go down and see that they stay in line."

"Can't Merle handle a couple of kids?"

Tory's laugh was full of wicked appreciation. "You don't know the
Kramers. There's Merle," she went on,

"giving them basic lecture number twenty-two."



"Did they wash all of Hollister's windows?" Phil asked as he rose to
join her. Tory turned her head, surprised. "How did you know about
that?"

"Tod told me." He peeked through the window, finding he wanted a
look at the infamous twins. They seemed harmless enough from a
distance, and disconcertingly alike. "Which one's Zac?"

"Ah...on the right, I think. Maybe," she added with a shake of her
head. "Why?"

" 'Zac Kramer don't hold with no woman sheriff,'" he quoted.

Tory grinned up at him. "Is that so?"

"Just so." Hardly aware he did so, Phil reached for her hair.
"Obviously he's not a very perceptive boy."

"Perceptive enough to wash Mr. Hollister's windows," Tory corrected,
amused by the memory. "And to call me a foxy chick only under his
breath when he thought I couldn't hear. Of course, that could have
been

Zeke."

"'Foxy chick'?" Phil repeated.

"Yes," Tory returned with mock hauteur. "'A very foxy chick.' It was
his ultimate compliment."

"Your head's easily turned," he decided. "What if I told you that you
had a face that belongs in a Raphael painting?"

Tory's eyes lit with humor. "I'd say you're reaching."

"And hair," he said with a subtle change in his voice. "Hair that
reminds me of night...a hot summer night that keeps you awake, and
thinking, and wanting." He plunged both hands into it, letting his
fingers tangle.



The shade snapped back into place, cutting them off from the
outside.

"Phil," Tory began, unprepared for the suddenness of desire that
rose in both of them.

"And skin," he murmured, not even hearing her, "that makes me
think of satin sheets and tastes like something forbidden." He
touched his mouth to her cheek, allowing the tip of his tongue to
brush over her.

"Tory." She felt her name whisper along her skin and thrilled to it.
She had her hands curled tightly around his arms, but not in protest.
"Do you know how often I've thought of you these past weeks?"

"No." She didn't want to resist. She wanted to feel that wild sweep of
pleasure that came from the press of his mouth on hers. "No," she
said again, and slid her arms around his neck.

"Too much," he murmured, then swore. "Too damn much." And his
mouth took her waiting one. The passion was immediate, frenetic. It
ruled both of them. Each of them sought the mindless excitement
they

had known briefly weeks before. Tory had thought she had
intensified the sensation in her mind as the days

had passed. Now she realized she had lessened it. This sort of
fervor couldn't be imagined or described. It had to be experienced.
Everything inside her seemed to speed up— her blood, her heart,
her brain. And all

sensation, all emotion, seemed to be centered in her mouth. The
taste of him exploded on her tongue,

shooting through her until she was so full of him, she could no longer
separate herself. With a moan she



tilted her head back, inviting him to plunge deeper into her mouth.
But he wanted more. Her hair fell

straight behind her, leaving her neck vulnerable. Surrendering to a
desperate hunger, he savaged it with

kisses. Tory made a sound that was mixed pain and pleasure. Her
scent seemed focused there, heated by

the pulse at her throat. It drove him nearer the edge. He dragged at
the silk-covered buttons, impatient to find the hidden skin, the secret
skin that had preyed on his mind. The groan sounded in his throat as
he

slipped his hand beneath the thin teddy and found her.

She was firm, and slender enough to fit his palm. Her heartbeat
pounded against it. Tory turned her head,

but only to urge him to give the neglected side of her neck attention.
With her hands in his hair she pulled him back to her. His hands
searched everywhere with a sort of wild reverence, exploring,
lingering,

possessing. She could feel his murmurs as his lips played over her
skin, although she could barely hear

them and understood them not at all. The room seemed to grow
closer and hotter, so that she longed to be

rid of her clothes and find relief... and delight.

Then he pulled her close so that their bodies pressed urgently. Their
mouths met with fiery demand. It

seemed the storm had just begun. Again and again they drew from
each other until they were both



breathless. Though he had fully intended to end the evening with
Tory in his bed, Phil hadn't expected to be desperate. He hadn't
known that all control could be so easily lost. The warm curves of a
woman should

bring easy pleasure, not this trembling pain. A kiss was a prelude,
not an all-consuming force. He knew only that all of him, much more
than his body, was crying out for her. Whatever was happening to
him was

beyond his power to stop. And she was the only answer he had.

"God, Tory." He took his mouth on a wild journey of her face, then
returned to her lips. "Come to bed. For God's sake, come to bed. I
want you."

She felt as though she were standing on the edge of a cliff. The
plunge had never seemed more tempting—

or more dangerous. It would be so easy, so easy, just to lean forward
and fly. But the fall... She fought for sanity through a brain clouded
with the knowledge of one man. It was much too soon to take the
step.

"Phil." Shaken, she drew away from him to lean against the
windowsill. "I...no,' she managed, lifting both hands to her temples.
He drew her back against him.

"Yes," he corrected, then crushed his lips to hers again. Her mouth
yielded irresistibly. "You can't pretend you don't want me as much as
I want you."

"No." She let her head rest on his shoulder a moment before she
pushed out of his arms. "I can't," she agreed in a voice thickened
with passion. "But I don't do everything I want. That's one of the
basic

differences between us."



His eyes flicked briefly down to the unbuttoned dress.

"We also seem to have something important in common This doesn't
happen every time—between every

man and woman."

"No." Carefully she began to do up her buttons. "It shouldn't have
happened between us. I didn't intend it to."

"I did," he admitted. "But not quite this way."

Her eyes lifted to his. She understood perfectly. This had been more
intense than either of them had

bargained for. "It's going to be a long summer, Phil," she murmured.

"We're going to be together sooner or later, Tory. We both know it."
He needed something to balance him.

Going to the table, he poured out another glass of wine. He drank,
drank again, then looked at her. "I have no intention of backing off."

She nodded, accepting. But she didn't like the way her hands were
shaking. "I'm not ready."

"I can be a patient man when necessary." He wanted nothing more
than to pull her to the bed and take what they both needed. Instead
he took out a cigarette and reminded himself he was a civilized man.
Tory

drew herself up straight. "Let's both concentrate on our jobs, shall
we?" she said coolly. She wanted to get out, but she didn't want to
retreat. "I'll see you around, Kincaid."

"Damn right you will," he murmured as she headed for the door.

She flicked the lock off, then turned to him with a half smile. "Keep
out of trouble," she ordered, closing the door behind her.



Chapter 6
Phil sat beside the cameraman on the Tulip crane. "Boom up." At his
order the crane operator took them seventeen feet above the town of
Friendly. It was just dawn. He'd arranged to have everyone off the

streets, although there was a crowd of onlookers behind the crane
and equipment. All entrances to town

had been blocked off on the off chance that someone might drive
through. He wanted desolation and the

tired beginning of a new day.

Glancing down, he saw that Bicks was checking the lighting and
angles. Brutes, the big spotlights, were set to give daylight balance.
He knew, to an inch, where he wanted the shadows to fall. For this
shot Phil would act as assistant cameraman, pulling the focus
himself.

Phil turned his attention back to the street. He knew what he wanted,
and he wanted to capture it as the

sun rose, with as much natural light as possible. He looked through
the lens and set the shot himself. The

crane WAS set on tracks. He would have the cameraman begin with
a wide shot of the horizon and the

rising sun, then dolly back to take in the entire main street of
Friendly. No soli focus there, just harsh

reality. He wanted to pick up the dust on the storefront windows.
Satisfied with what he saw through the



camera lens, Phil marked the angle with tape, then nodded to his
assistant director.

"Quiet on the set."

"New Chance, scene three, take one."

"Roll it," Phil ordered, then waited. With his eyes narrowed, he could
visualize what his cameraman saw through the lens. The light was
good. Perfect. They'd have to get it in three takes or less or else
they'd have to beef it up with gels and filters. That wasn't what he
wanted here. He felt the crane roll backward slowly on cue. A
straight shot, no panning right to left. They'd take in the heart of the
town in one long shot.

Chipped paint, sagging wood, torn screens. Later they'd cut in the
scene of the leading man walking in from the train station. He was
coming home, Phil mused, because there was no place else to go.
And he found it,

exactly as he had left it twenty years before.

"Cut." The noise on the ground started immediately. "I want another
take. Same speed." At the back of the crowd Tory watched. She
wasn't thrilled with being up at dawn. Both her sense of duty and her
curiosity

had brought her. Phil had been perfectly clear about anyone peeking
through windows during this shot. He

wanted emptiness. She told herself she'd come to keep the people
out of mischief, but when it was all said

and done, she had wanted to see Phil at work.

H e was very commanding and totally at ease with it, she reasoned
as she stuck her hands in her back

pock-|



i t didn't seem so hard. Moving a little to the side, she tried to see
the scene she was imagining. The town looked tired, she decided,
and a little reluctant to face the new day. Though the horizon was
touched with

golds and pinks, a gray haze lay over the street and buildings.

It was the first time he had shot anything there. For the past week he
had been filming landscapes. Tory

had stayed in Friendly, sending Merle out occasionally to check on
things. It had kept him happy and had

given Tory the distance she wanted. As her deputy came back
brimming with reports and enthusiasm, she

was kept , a b r e a s t in any case.

But today the urge to see for herself had been too strong lo resist. It
had been several days—and several

long nights—since their evening together. She had managed to keep
herself busier than necessary in order

to avoid him. But Tory wasn't a woman to avoid a problem for long.
Phil Kincaid was still a problem.

Apparently satisfied, Phil ordered the operator to lower the crane.
People buzzed around Tory like bees. A

few children complained about being sent off to school. Spotting Tod,
Tory smiled and waved him over.

"Isn't it neat?" he demanded the moment he was beside her. "I
wanted to go up in it," he continued, indicating the crane, "but Mr.
Kincaid said something about insurance. Steve let me see his
camera though, even let me take some pictures. It's a thirty-five
millimeter with all kinds of lenses." "Steve?"



"The guy who was sitting next to Mr. Kincaid. He's the cameraman."
Tod glanced over, watching Phil in a discussion with his cameraman
and several members of the crew. "Isn't he something?"

"Steve?" Tory repeated, smiling at Tod's pleasure.

"Well, yeah, but I meant Mr. Kincaid." Shaking his head, he let out a
long breath. "He's awful smart. You should hear some of the words
he uses. And boy, when he says so, everybody jumps."

"Do they?" Tory murmured, frowning over at the man under
discussion.

"You bet," Tod confirmed. "And I heard Mr. Bicks say to Steve that
he'd rather work with Mr. Kincaid than anybody. He's a tough sonofa
—" Catching himself, Tod broke off and flushed. ' I mean, he said he
was

tough, but the best there was."

As she watched, Phil was pointing, using one hand and then the
other as he outlined his needs for the next

shot. It was very clear that he knew what he wanted and that he'd
get it. She could study him now. He was

too involved to notice her or the crowd of people who stared and
mumbled behind the barrier of equipment.

He wore jeans and a pale blue T-shirt with scuffed sneakers.
Hanging from his belt was a case that held

sunglasses and another for a two-way radio. He was very intense,
she noted, when working. There was

none of the careless humor in his eyes. He talked quickly,
punctuating the words with hand gestures. Once



or twice he interrupted what he was saying to call out another order
to the grips who were setting up light stands.

A perfectionist, she concluded, and realized it shouldn't surprise her.
His movies projected the intimate care she was now seeing
firsthand. A stocky man in a fielder's cap lumbered up to him, talking
over an enormous

wad of fum.

"That's Mr. Bicks," Tod murmured reverently. "The cinematographer.
He's got two Oscars and owns part of a boxer."

Whatever he was saying, Phil listened carefully, then simply shook
his head. Bicks argued another moment,

shrugged, then gave Phil what appeared to be a solid punch on the
shoulder before he walked away. A

tough sonofabitch, Tory mused. Apparently so.

Turning to Tod, she mussed his hair absently. "You'd better get to
school."

"Aw, but..."

She lifted her brow, effectively cutting off his excuse. "It's nearly time
for summer vacation. They'll still be here."

He mumbled a protest, but she caught the look in his eye as he
gazed up at her. Uh-oh, she thought, just

as Phil had. Why hadn't she seen this coming? She was going to
have to be careful to be gentle while

pointing the boy in another direction. A teenage crush was nothing to
smile at and brush away.



"I'll come by after school," he said, beaming up at her. Before she
could respond, he was dashing off, leaving her gnawing on her
bottom lip and worrying about him.

"Sheriff."

Tory whirled sharply and found herself facing Phil. 11, smiled slowly,
setting the sunglasses in front of his eyes, It annoyed her that she
had to strain to see his expression through the tinted glass.
"Kincaid," she responded. "How's it going?"

"Good. Your people are very cooperative."

"And yours," she said. "So far."

He grinned at that. "We're expecting the cast this af ternoon. The
location manager's cleared it with you about parking the trailers and
so forth?"

"She's very efficient," Tory agreed. "Are you getting what you want?"
He took a moment to answer. "With regard to the film, yes, so far."
Casually he reached down to run a finger over her badge. "You've
been busy the last few days."

"So have you."

"Not that busy. I've left messages for you." "I know."

"When are you going to see me?"

She lifted both brows. "I'm seeing you right now." He took a step
closer and cupped the back of her neck in his hand. "Phil—"

"Soon," he said quietly.

Though she could feel the texture of each of his fingers on the back
of her neck, she gave him a cool look.



"Kincaid, create your scenes on the other side of the camera.
Accosting a peace officer will land you back in that cell. You'll find it
difficult to direct from there."

"Oh, I'm going to accost you," he warned under his breath. ' 'With or
without that damn badge, Victoria.

Think about it."

She didn't step back or remove his hand, although she knew several
pair of curious eyes were on them. "I'll give it a few minutes," she
promised dryly.

Only the tensing of his fingers on her neck revealed his annoyance.
She thought he was about to release

her and relaxed. His mouth was on hers so quickly, she could only
stand in shock. Before she could think to push him away, he set her
free. Her eyes were sharply green and furious when he grinned
down at her.

"See you, Sheriff," he said cheerfully, and sauntered hack to his
crew. For the better part of the day Tory stayed in her office and
fumed. Now and again Phil's voice carried through her open window
as he called

out instructions. She knew they were doing pans of the town and
stayed away from the window. She had

work to do, she reminded herself. And in any case she had no
interest in the filming. It was understandable that the townspeople
would stand around and gawk, but she had better things to do.

I should have hauled him in, she thought, scowling down at her legal
pad. I should have hauled him in then

and there. And she would have if it wouldn't have given him too
much importance. He'd better watch his



step, Tory decided. One wrong move and she was going to come
down on him hard. She picked up her

coffee and gulped it down with a grimace. It was cold. Swearing, she
rose to pour a fresh cup. Through the

screen in the window she could see quite a bit of activity and hear a
flood of conversation interrupted when the filming was in progress. It
was past noon and hot as the devil. Phil had been working straight
through

for hours. With a grudging respect she admillol that he didn't take his
job lightly. Going back to her desk, Tory concentrated on her own.

She hardly noticed that two hours had passed when Merle came
bursting into the office. Hot, tired and an

noyed with having her concentration broken, she opened her mouth
to snap at him, but he exploded with

enthusiasm before she had the chance.

"Tory, they're here!"

"Terrific," she mumbled, turning to her notes again. "Who?"

"The actors. Came from the airport in limousines. Long, black
limousines. There are a half dozen of those Winnebagos set up
outside of town for dressing rooms and stuff. You should see inside
them. They've got

telephones and TVs and everything."

She lifted her head. "Been busy, Merle T.?" she asked languidly, but
he was too excited to notice.

"Sam Dressier," he went on, pacing back and forth with a clatter of
boots. "Sam Dressier, right here in Friendly. I guess I've seen every
movie he's ever made. He shook my hand," he added, staring down



at his own palm, awed. "Thought I was the sheriff." He sent Tory a
quick look. "'Course I told him I was the deputy."

"Of course," she agreed, amused now. It was never possible for her
to stay annoyed with Merle. "How'd he look?"

"Just like you'd think," he told her with a puzzled shake of his head.
"All tanned and tough, with a diamond on his finger fit to blind you.
Signed autographs for everybody who wanted one."

''Unable to resist, Tory asked, "Did you get one?" Sure I did." He
grinned and pulled out his ticket book. "It was the only thing I had
handy."

"Very resourceful." She glanced at the bold signature Merle held out
for her. At the other end of the page were some elegant looping
lines. "Marlie Summers," Tory read, She recalled a film from the year
before, and the actress's pouting sexuality.

"She's about the prettiest thing I ever saw," Merle nun inured.

Coming from anyone else, Tory would have given the iv mark no
notice. In this case, however, her eyes

shot up and locked on Merle's. What she saw evoked in her a feeling
of distress similar to what she had

experienced with Tod. "Really?" she said carefully.

"She's just a little thing," Merle continued, gazing down at the
autograph. "All pink and blond. Just like something in a store
window. She's got big blue eyes and the longest lashes..." He trailed
off, tucking the book hack in his pocket.

Growing more disturbed, Tory told herself not to be silly. No
Hollywood princess was going to look twice at Merle T. Johnson.
"Well," she began casually, "I wonder what her part is."



"She's going to tell me all about it tonight," Merle stated, adjusting
the brim of his hat.

"What?" It came out in a quick squeak.

Grinning, Merle gave his hat a final pat, then stroked his struggling
mustache. "We've got a date." He strode out jauntily, leaving Tory
staring with her mouth open.

"A date?" she asked the empty office. Before she could react, the
phone beside her shrilled. Picking it up, she barked into it, "What is
it?"

A bit flustered by the greeting, the mayor stammered. "Tory—Sheriff
Ashton, this is Mayor Toomey."

"Yes, Bud." Her tone was still brisk as she stared at the door Merle
had shut behind him.

"I'd like you to come over to the office, Sheriff. I have several
members of the cast here." His voice rang with importance again.
"Mr. Kincaid thought it might be a good idea for you to meet them."

"Members of the cast," she repeated, thinking of Mar-lie Summers.
"I'd love to," she said dangerously, then hung up on the mayor's
reply.

Her thoughts were dark as she crossed the street. No Hollywood
tootsie was going to break Merle's heart

while she was around. She was going to make that clear as soon as
possible. She breezed into the hotel,

giving several members of Phil's crew a potent stare as they loitered
in the lobby. Bicks doffed his fielder's cap and grinned at her.

"Sheriff."



Tory sent him a mild glance and a nod as she sauntered through to
the office. Behind her back he rolled his eyes to the ceiling, placing
the cap over his heart. A few remarks were made about the
advantages of

breaking the law in Friendly while Tory disappeared into a side door.

The tiny office was packed, the window air-conditioning unit spitting
hopefully. Eyes turned to her. Tory

gave the group a brief scan. Marlie was sitting on the arm of Phil's
chair, dressed in pink slacks and a frilled halter. Her enviable curves
were displayed to perfection.

Her hair was tousled appealingly around a piquant face accented
with mink lashes and candy-pink lipstick.

She looked younger than Tory had expected, almost like a high
school girl ready to be taken out for an

icecream soda. Tory met the baby-blue eyes directly, and with an
expression that made Phil grin. He

thought mistakenly that she might be a bit jealous.

"Sheriff." The mayor bustled over to her, prepared to act as host.
"This is quite an honor for Friendly," he began, in his best politician's
voice. "I'm sure you recognize Mr. Dressier." Tory extended her hand
to the man who approached her. "Sheriff." Her voice was rich, the
cadence mellow as he clasped her hand in both of his. She was a bit
surprised to find them callused. ' 'This is unexpected," he murmured
while his eyes roamed her face thoroughly. ' 'And delightful."

"Mr. Dressier, I admire your work." The smile was easy because the
words were true.

"Sam, please." His brandy voice had only darkened attractively with
age, losing none of its resonance. '"We get to be a close little family



on location shoots. Victoria, isn't it?"

"Yes." She found herself inclined to like him and gave him another
smile.

"Bud, here, is making us all quite comfortable," he went on. clapping
the mayor on the shoulder. "Will you join us in a drink."

"Ginger ale's fine, Bud."

"The sheriff's on duty." Hearing Phil's voice, Tory turned, her head
only, and glanced at him. "You'll find she takes her work very
seriously." He touched Marlie's creamy bare shoulder. "Victoria
Ashton, Marlie Summers."

"Sheriff." Marlie smiled her dazzling smile. The tiniest hint of a
dimple peeked at the corner of her mouth. '

'Phil said you were unusual. It looks like he's right again."

"Really?" Accepting the cold drink Bud handed her, Tory assessed
the actress over the rim. Marlie, accustomed to long looks and
feminine coolness, met the stare straight on.

"Really," Marlie agreed. "I met your deputy a little while ago." "So I
heard." So the wind blows in that direction, Marlie mused as she
sipped from her own iced sangria. Sensing tension and wanting to
keep

things smooth, Bud hurried on with the rest of the introductions. The
cast ranged from ingenues to veterans

—a girl Tory recognized from a few commercials; an ancientlooking
man she remembered from the vague

black-and-white movies on late-night television; a glitzy actor in his
twenties, suited for heart throbs and posters. Tory managed to be
pleasant, stayed long enough to satisfy the mayor, then slipped
away. She'd



no more than stepped outside when she felt an arm on her shoulder.

"Don't you like parties, Sheriff?"

Taking her time, she turned to face Phil. "Not when I'm on duty."
Though she knew he'd worked in the sun all day, he didn't look tired
but exhilarated. His shirt was streaked with sweat, his hair curling
damply over his ears, but there was no sign of fatigue on his face.
It's the pressure that feeds him, she realized. Again she was drawn
to him, no less than when they had been alone in his room. "You've
put in a long day," she murmured.

He caught her hair in his hand. "So have you. Why don't we go for a
drive?" Tory shook her head. "No, I have things to do." Wanting to
steer away from the subject, she turned to what had been uppermost
on her mind. "Your Marlie made quite an impression on Merle." Phil
gave a quick laugh. "Marlie usually does."

"Not on Merle," Tory said so seriously that he sobered.

"He's a big boy, Tory."

"A boy," she agreed significantly. "He's never seen anything like your
friend in there. I won't let him get hurt."

Phil let out a deep breath. "Your duties as sheriff include advice to
the lovelorn? Leave him alone," he ordered before she could retort.
"You treat him as though he were a silly puppy who doesn't respond
to training."

She took a step back at that. "No, I don't," she disagreed, sincerely
shaken by the idea. "He's a sweet boy who—''

"Man," Phil corrected quietly. "He's a man, Tory. Cut the apron
strings."

"I don't know what you're talking about," she snapped.



"You damn well do," he corrected. "You can't keep him under your
wing the way you do with Tod."

"I've known Merle all my life," she said in a low voice. "Just keep
Cotton Candy in line, Kincaid."

"Always so sure of yourself, aren't you?"

Her color drained instantly, alarmingly. For a moment Phil stared at
her in speechless wonder. He'd never

expected to see that kind of pain in her eyes. Instinctively he
reached out for her. "Tory?"

"No." She lifted a hand to ward him off. "Just—leave me alone."
Turning away, she walked across the street and climbed into her car.
With an oath Phil started to go back into the hotel, then swore again
and

backtracked. Tory was already on her way north.

Her thoughts were in turmoil as she drove. Too much was
happening. She squeezed her eyes shut briefly.

Why should that throw her now, she wondered. She'd always been
able to take things in stride, handle

them at her own pace. Now she had a deep-seated urge just to keep
driving, just to keep going. So many

people wanted things from her, expected things. Including, she
admitted, herself. It was all closing in

suddenly. She needed someone to talk to. But the only one who had
ever fit that job was gone. God, she

wasn't sure of herself. Why did everyone say so? Sometimes it was
so hard to be responsible, to feel



responsible. Tod, Merle, the mayor, the Kramers, Mr. Hollister. Her
mother. She just wanted peace—

enough time to work out what was happening in her own life. Her
feelings for Phil were closing in on her.

Pulling the car to a halt, Tory realized it was those feelings that were
causing her—a woman who had

always considered herself calm—to be tense. Piled on top of it were
problems that had to come first. She'd

learned that from her father.

Glancing up, she saw she had driven to the cemetery without even
being aware of it. She let out a long

breath, resting her forehead against the steering wheel. It was time
she went there, time she came to

terms with what she had closed her mind to since that night in the
hospital. Climbing out of the car, Tory

walked across the dry grass to her father's grave.

Odd that there'd been a breeze here, she mused, looking at the sky,
the distant mountains, the long

stretches of nothing. She looked at anything but what was at her
feet. There should be some shade, she

thought, and cupped her elbows in her palms. Someone should plant
some trees. I should have brought

some flowers, she thought suddenly, then looked down.
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She hadn't seen the gravestone before—hadn't been back to the
cemetery since the day of the funeral. Now

a quiet moan slipped through her lips. "Oh, Dad."

It isn't right, she thought with a furious shake of her head. It just isn't
right. How can he be down there in the dark when he always loved
the sun? "Oh, no," she murmured again, I don't know what to do, she
thought silently, pleading with him. I don't know how to deal with it all.
I still need you. Pressing a palm on her forehead, she fought back
tears.

Phil pulled up behind her car, then got out quietly. She looked very
alone and lost standing among the

headstones. His first instinct was to go to her, but he suppressed it.
This was private for her. Her father, he thought, looking toward the
grave at which Tory stared. He stood by a low wrought-iron gate at
the edge of

the cemetery and waited.

There was so much she needed to talk about, so much she still
needed to say. But there was no more time.

He'd been taken too suddenly. Unfair, she thought again on a wave
of desolate fury. He had been so young

and so good.

"I miss you so much," she whispered. "All those long talks and quiet
evenings on the porch. You'd smoke those awful cigars outside so
that the smell wouldn't get in the curtains and irritate Mother. I was
always so proud of you. This badge doesn't suit me," she continued
softly, lifting her hand to it. "It's the law books and the courtroom that
I understand. I don't want to make a mistake while I'm wearing it,
because it's



yours." Her fingers tightened around it. All at once she felt painfully
alone, helpless, empty. Even the anger had slipped away unnoticed.
And yet the acceptance she tried to feel was blocked behind a grief
she

refused to release. If she cried, didn't it mean she'd taken the first
step away?

Wearily she stared down at the name carved into the granite. "I don't
want you to be dead," she whispered.

"And I hate it because I can't change it."

When she turned away from the grave, her face was grim. She
walked slowly but was halfway across the

small cemetery before she saw Phil. Tory stopped and stared at him.
Her mind went blank, leaving her with

only feelings. He went to her.

For a moment they stood face-to-face. He saw her lips tremble open
as if she were about to speak, but she

only shook her head helplessly. Without a word he gathered her
close. The shock of grief that hit her was

stronger than anything that had come before. She trembled first,
then clutched at him.

"Oh, Phil, I can't bear it." Burying her face against his shoulder, Tory
wept for the first time since her father's death.

In silence he held her, overwhelmed with a tenderness he'd felt for
no one before. Her sobbing was raw and

passionate. He stroked her hair, offering comfort without words. Her
grief poured out in waves that seemed



to stagger her and made him hurt for her to a degree that was oddly
intimate. He thought he could feel

what she felt, and held her tighter, waiting for the first throes to pass.

At length her weeping quieted, lessening to trembles that were
somehow more poignant than the passion.

She kept her face pressed against his shoulder, relying on his
strength when her own evaporated.

Lightheaded and curiously relieved, she allowed him to lead her to a
small stone bench. He kept her close

to his side when they sat, his arm protectively around her.

"Can you talk about it?" he asked softly.

Tory let out a long, shuddering sigh. From where they sat she could
see the headstone clearly. "I loved him," she murmured. "My mother
says too much." Her throat felt dry and abused when she swallowed.
"He was everything good. He taught me not just right and wrong but
all the shades in between." Closing her eyes, she let her head rest
on Phil's shoulder. "He always knew the right thing. It was something
innate and effortless. People knew they could depend on him, that
he'd make it right. I depended on him, even in

college, in Albuquerque—I knew he was there if I needed him."

He kissed her temple in a gesture of simple understanding. "How did
he die?" Feeling a shudder run through her, Phil drew her closer still.
"He had a massive stroke. There was no warning. He'd never even
been sick that I can remember. When I got here, he was in a coma.
Everything..." She faltered, searching for the strength to continue.
With his free hand Phil covered hers. "Everything seemed to go
wrong at once.



His heart just...stopped." She ended in a whisper, lacing her fingers
through his. "They put him on a respirator. For weeks there was
nothing but that damn machine. Then my mother told them to turn it
off."

Phil let the silence grow, following her gaze toward the headstone. "It
must have been hard for her."

"No." The word was low and flat. "She never wavered, never cried.
My mother's a very decisive woman,"

she added bitterly. ' 'And she made the decision alone. She told me
after it was already done."

"Tory." Phil turned her to face him. She looked pale, bright-eyed and
achingly weary. Something seemed to tear inside him. "I can't tell
you the right or wrong of it, because there really isn't any. But I do
know there comes a time when everyone has to face something that
seems impossible to accept."

"If only I could have seen it was done for love and not...expediency."
Shutting her eyes, she shook her head. "Hold me again." He drew
her gently into his arms. "That last night at the hospital was so ugly
between my mother and me. He would have hated that. I couldn't
stop it," she said with a sigh. "I still can't."

"Time." He kissed the top of her head. "I know how trite that sounds,
but there's nothing else but time."

She remained silent, accepting his comfort, drawing
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strength from it. If she had been able to think logically, Tory would
have found it inconsistent with their relationship thus far that she
could share her intimate feelings with him. At the moment she
trusted Phil



implicitly.

"Once in a while, back there," she murmured. "I panic."

It surprised him enough to draw her back and study her face again.
"You?"

"Everyone thinks because I'm Will Ashton's daughter, I'll take care of
whatever comes up. There're so many variables to right and wrong."

"You're very good at your job."

"I'm a good lawyer," she began.

"And a good sheriff," he interrupted. Tilting her chin up, he smiled at
her. "That's from someone who's been on the wrong side of your
bars." Gently he brushed the hair from her cheeks. They were warm
and still

damp. "And don't expect to hear me say it in public."

Laughing, she pressed her cheek to his. "Phil, you can be a very
nice man."

"Surprised?"

"Maybe," she murmured. With a sigh she gave him one last
squeeze, then drew away. "I've got work to do." He stopped her from
rising by taking her hands again. "Tory, do you know how little space
you give yourself?"

"Yes." She disconcerted him by bringing his hand to her lips. "These
six months are for him. It's very important to me."

Standing as she did, Phil cupped her face in his hands. She seemed
to him very fragile, very vulnerable,

suddenly.



His need to look out for her was strong. "Let me drive you back. We
can send someone for your car."

"No, I'm all right. Better." She brushed her lips over his. "I appreciate
this. There hasn't been anyone I could talk to."

His eyes became very intense. "Would you come to me if you
needed me?" She didn't answer immediately, knowing the question
was more complex than the simple words. "I don't know," she said at
length.

Phil let her go, then watched her walk away.



Chapter 7
The camera came in tight on Sam and Marlie. Phil wanted the
contrast of youth and age, of dissatisfaction

and acceptance. It was a key scene, loaded with tension and
restrained sexuality. They were using

Hernandez's Bar, where the character Marlie portrayed worked as a
waitress. Phil had made almost no

alterations in the room. The bar was scarred, the mirror behind it
cracked near the bottom. It smelled of

sweat and stale liquor. He intended to transmit the scent itself onto
film.

The windows were covered with neutral-density paper to block off
the stream of the sun. It trapped the

stale air in the room. The lights were almost unbearably hot, so that
he needed no assistance from makeup

to add beads of sweat to Sam's face. It was the sixth take, and the
mood was growing edgy. Sam blew his

lines and swore ripely.

"Cut." Struggling with his temper, Phil wiped his forearm over his
brow. With some actors a few furious words worked wonders. With
Dressier, Phil knew, they would only cause more delays.

"Look, Phil"—Sam tore off the battered Stetson he wore and tossed
it aside—"this isn't working."



"I know. Cut the lights," he ordered. "Get Mr. Dressier a beer." He
addressed this to the man he had hired to see to Sam's needs on
the location shoot. The individual attention had been Phil's way of
handling

Dressier and thus far had had its benefits. "Sit down for a while,
Sam," he suggested. "We'll cool off." He waited until Sam was
seated at a rear table with a portable fan and a beer before he
plucked a can from

the cooler himself.

"Hot work," Marlie commented, leaning against the bar.

Glancing over, Phil noted the line of sweat that ran down the front of
her snug blouse. He passed her the

can of beer. "You're doing fine."

"It's a hell of a part," she said before she took a deep drink. "I've
been waiting for one like this for a long time."

"The next take," Phil began, narrowing his eyes, "when you say the
bit about sweat and dust, I want you to grab his shirt and pull him to
you."

Marlie thought it over, then set the can on the bar. "Like
this,!...There's nothing," she spat out, grabbing Phil's damp shirt,
"nothing in this town hut sweat and dust.'' She put her other hand to
his shirt and pulled him closer. ' 'Even the dreams have dust on
them.''

"Good."

Marlie flashed a smile before she picked up the beer again. "Better
warn Sam," she suggested, offering Phil the can. "He doesn't like
improvising."



"Hey, Phil." Phil glanced over to see Steve with his hand on the
doorknob. "That kid's outside with the sheriff. Wants to know if they
can watch."

Phil took a long, slow drink. "They can sit in the back of the room."
His eyes met Tory's as she entered. It had been two days since their
meeting in the cemetery. Since then there had been no opportunity—
or she'd

seen to it that there'd been none—for any private conversation. She
met the look, nodded to him, then

urged Tod back to a rear table.

"The law of the land," Marlie murmured, causing Phil to look at her in
question. "She's quite a woman, isn't she?"

"Yes."

Marlie grinned before she commandeered the beer again. "Merle
thinks she's the greatest thing to come

along since sliced bread."

Phil pulled out a cigarette. "You're seeing quite a bit of the deputy,
aren't you? Doesn't seem your style."

"He's a nice guy," she said simply, then laughed. "His boss would like
me run out of town on a rail."

"She's protective."

With an unintelligible murmur that could have meant anything, Marlie
ran her fingers through her

disordered cap of curls. "At first I thought she had something going
with him." In response to Phil's quick laugh she lifted a thin, penciled
brow. "Of course, that was before I saw the way you looked at her." It



was her turn to laugh when Phil's expression became aloof. "Damn,
Phil, you can look like your father

sometimes." After handing him the empty can of beer, she turned
away. "Makeup!" she demanded.

"Those are 4Ks," Tod was telling Tory, pointing to lights. "They have
to put that stuff over the windows so the sun doesn't screw things up.
On an inside shoot like this, they have to have something like 175-
foot

candles."

"You're getting pretty technical, aren't you?"

Tod shifted a bit in his chair, but his eyes were excited when they
met Tory's. "Mr. Kincaid had them

develop the film I shot in the portable lab. He said it was good. He
said there were schools I could go to to learn about
cinematography.''

She cast a look in Phil's direction, watching him discuss something
in undertones with Steve. "You're

spending quite a lot of time with him," she commented.

"Well, when he's not busy... He doesn't mind."

"No, I'm sure he doesn't." She gave his hand a squeeze.

Tod returned the pressure boldly. "I'd rather spend time with you," he
murmured. Tory glanced down at their joined hands, wishing she
knew how to begin. "Tod..."

"Quiet on the set!"

With a sigh Tory turned her attention to the scene in front of the bar.
She'd come because Tod had been so



pitifully eager that she share his enthusiasm. And she felt it was
good for him to take such an avid interest in the technical aspects of
the production. Unobtrusively she had kept her eye on him over the
past days,

watching him with members of the film crew. Thus far, no one
appeared to object to his presence or his

questions. In fact, Tory mused, he was becoming a kind of mascot.
More and more his conversations were

accented with the jargon of the industry. His mind seemed to soak up
the terms, and his understanding was

almost intuitive. He didn't appear to be interested in the glamorous
end of it. And what was so glamorous

about it? she asked herself. The room was airless and steaming. It
smelled, none too pleasantly, of old

beer. The lights had the already unmerciful temperature rising. The
two people in position by the bar were

circled by equipment. How could they be so intense with each other,
she wondered, when lights and

cameras were all but on top of them? Yet, despite herself, Tory
became engrossed with the drama of the

scene.

Marlie's character was tormenting Sam's, ridiculing him for coming
back a loser, taunting him. But somehow

a rather abrasive strength came through in her character. She
seemed a woman trapped by circumstances

who was determined to fight her way out. Somehow she made the
differences in their ages inconsequential.



As the scene unfolded, an objective viewer would develop a respect
for her, perhaps a cautious sympathy.

Before long the viewer would be rooting for her. Tory wondered if
Dressier realized, for all his reputation and skill, who would be the
real star of this scene.

She's very good, Tory admitted silently. Marlie Summers wasn't the
pampered, glittery Tinsel Town cutie

Tory had been ready to believe her to be. Tory recognized strength
when she saw it. Marlie infused both a

grit and a vulnerability into the character that was instantly
admirable. And the sweat, Tory continued, was her own.

"Cut!" Phil's voice jolted her in her chair. "That's it." Tory saw Marlie
exhale a long breath. She wondered if there was some similarity in
finishing a tense scene such as that one and winding up a difficult

crossexamination. She decided that the emotion might be very much
the same.

"Let's get some reaction shots, Marlie." Painstakingly he arranged for
the change in angles and lighting.

When the camera was in position, he checked through the lens
himself, repositioned Marlie, then checked

again. "Roll it.... Cue."

They worked for another thirty minutes, perfecting the shot. It was
more than creativity, more than talent.

The nuts and bolts end of the filming were tough, technical and
wearily repetitious. No one complained, no

one questioned, when told to change or to do over. There was an
unspoken bond: the film. Perhaps, she



reflected, it was because they knew it would outlast all of them. Their
small slice of immortality. Tory found herself developing a respect for
these people who took such an intense pride in their work.

"Cut. That's a wrap." Tory could almost feel the communal sigh of
relief. "Set up for scene fifty-three in..."

Phil checked his watch—"two hours." The moment the lights shut
down, the temperature dropped.

"I'm going to see what Mr. Bicks is doing," Tod announced,
scrambling up. Tory remained sitting where she was a moment,
watching Phil answer questions and give instructions. He never
stops, she realized. One

might be an actor, another a lighting expert or a cinematographer,
but he touches every aspect. Rich and

privileged, yes, she reflected, but not afraid of hard work. "Sheriff."
Tory turned her head to see Marlie standing beside her. "Ms.
Summers. You were very impressive."

"Thanks." Without waiting for an invitation, Marlie took a chair. "What
I need now is a three-hour shower."

She took a long pull from the glass of ice water she held in her hand
as the two women studied each other

in silence. "You've got an incredible face," Marlie said at length. "If I'd
had one like that, I wouldn't have had to fight for a part with some
meat on it. Mine's like a sugarplum." Tory found herself laughing.
Leaning back, she hooked her arm over the back of her chair. "Ms.
Summers, as sheriff, I should warn you that

stealing's a crime. You stole that scene from Sam very smoothly."
Tilting her head, Marlie studied her from a new angle. "You're very
sharp."



"On occasion."

"I can see why Merle thinks you hold the answer to the mysteries of
the universe." Tory sent her a long, cool look. "Merle is a very naive,
very vulnerable young man."

"Yes." Marlie set down her glass. "I like him." They gave each other
another measuring look. "Look, let me ask you something, from one
attractive woman to another. Did you ever find it pleasant to be with
a man

who liked to talk to you, to listen to you?"

"Yes, of course." Tory frowned. "Perhaps it's that I can't imagine what
Merle would say to interest you."

Marlie gave a quick laugh, then cupped her chin on her palm. "You're
too used to him. I've been scrambling my way up the ladder since I
was eighteen. There's nothing I want more than to be on top. Along
the way,

I've met a lot of men. Merle's different."

"If he falls in love with you, he'll be hurt," Tory pointed out. "I've
looked out for him on and off since we were kids."

Marlie paused a moment. Idly she drew patterns through the
condensation on the outside of her water

glass.

"He's not going to fall in love with me," she said slowly. "Not really.
We're just giving each other a bit of the other's world for a few
weeks. When it's over, we'll both have something nice to remember."
She glanced over her shoulder and spotted Phil. "We all need
someone now and again, don't we, Sheriff?" Tory followed the
direction of Marlie's gaze. At that moment Phil's eyes lifted to hers.
"Yes," she murmured, watching him steadily. "I suppose we do."



"I'm going to get that shower now." Marlie rose. "He's a good man,"
she added. Tory looked back at her, knowing who she referred to
now.

"Yes, I think you're right." Deep in thought, Tory sat a moment longer.
Then, standing, she glanced around for Tod.

"Tory." Phil laid a hand on her arm. "How are you?" "Fine." She
smiled, letting him know she hadn't forgotten the last time they had
been together. "You're tougher than I thought, Kincaid, working in
this oven all day."

He grinned. "That, assuredly, is a compliment." "Don't let it go to your
head. You're sweating like a Pig-"

"Really," he said dryly. "I hadn't noticed."

She spotted a towel hung over the back of a chair and plucked it up.
"You know," she said as she wiped off his face, "I imagined directors
would do more delegating than you do."

"My film." he said simply, stirred by the way she brushed the cloth
over his face. "Tory." He captured her free hand. "I want to see you—
alone."

She dropped the towel back on the table. "Your film," she reminded
him. "And there's something I have to do." Her eyes darted past him,
again in search of Tod.

"Tonight," he insisted. He'd gone beyond the point of patience. "Take
the evening off, Tory." She brought her eyes back to his. She'd gone
beyond the point of excuses. "If I can," she agreed. "There's a place
I know," she added with a slow smile. "South of town, about a mile.
We used it as a swimming hole when I was a kid. You can't miss it;
it's the only water around."

"Sunset?" He would have lifted her hand to his lips, but she drew it
away.



"I can't promise." Before he could say anything else, she stepped
past him, then called for Tod. Even as she drew the boy back
outside, he was expounding. "Tory, it's great, isn't it? About the
greatest thing to happen in town in forever! If I could, I'd go with
them when they leave." He sent her a look from under his tumbled
hair. "Wouldn't you like to go, Tory?"

"To Hollywood?" she replied lightly. "Oh, I don't think it's my style.
Besides, I'll be going back to Albuquerque soon."

"I want to come with you," he blurted out.

They were just outside her office door. Tory turned and looked down
at him. Unable to resist, she placed

her hand on his cheek. "Tod," she said softly.

"I love you, Tory." he began quickly. "I could—"

"Tod, come inside." For days she had been working out what she
would say to him and how to say it. Now, as they walked together
into her office, she felt completely inadequate. Carefully she sat on
the edge of her desk and faced him. "Tod—" She broke off and
shook her head. "Oh, I wish I were smarter."

"You're the smartest person I know," he said swiftly. "And so
beautiful, and I love you, Tory, more than anything."

Her heart reached out for him even as she took his hands. "I love
you, too, Tod." As he started to speak she shook her head again.
"But there are different kinds of love, different ways of feeling."

"I only know how I feel about you." His eyes were very intense and
just above hers as she sat on the desk.

Phil had been right, she realized. He wasn't quite a child.

"Tod, I know this won't be easy for you to understand. Sometimes
people aren't right for each other."



"Just because I'm younger," he began heatedly.

"That's part of it," Tory agreed, keeping her voice quiet. "It's hard to
accept, when you feel like a man, that you're still a boy. There's so
much you have to experience yet, and to learn."

"But when I do..." he began.

"When you do," she interrupted, "you won't feel the same way about
me."

"Yes, I will!" he insisted. He surprised both of them by grabbing her
arms. "It won't change because I don't want it to. And I'll wait if I have
to. I love you, Tory."

"I know you do. I know it's very real." She lifted her hands to cover
his. "Age doesn't mean anything to the heart, Tod. You're very
special to me, a very important part of my life."

' 'But you don't love me." The words trembled out with anger and
frustration.

"Not in the way you mean." She kept her hands firm on his when he
would have jerked away.

"You think it's funny."

"No," she said sharply, rising. "No, I think it's lovely. And I wish things
could be different because I know the kind of man you'll be. It hurts—
for me too."

He was breathing quickly, struggling with tears and a sharp sense of
betrayal. "You don't understand," he accused, pulling away from her.
"You don't care."

"I do. Tod, please—"

"No." He stopped her with one ravaged look. "You don't." With a
dignity that tore at Tory's heart, he walked out of the office.



She leaned back against the desk, overcome by a sense of failure.

The sun was just setting when Tory dropped down on the short,
prickly grass by the water. Pulling her

knees to her chest, she watched the flaming globe sink toward the
horizon. There was an intensity of color

against the darkening blue of the sky. Nothing soft or mellow. It was
a vivid and demanding prelude to

night.

Tory watched the sky with mixed emotions. The day as a whole was
the kind she would have liked to wrap

up and ship off to oblivion. The situation with Tod had left her
emotionally wrung out and edgy. As a result she had handled a
couple of routine calls with less finesse than was her habit. She'd
even managed to snarl at Merle before she had gone off duty.
Glancing down at the badge on her breast, she considered tossing it

into the water.

A beautiful mess you've made of things, Sheriff, she told herself. Ah,
the hell with it, she decided, resting her chin on her knees. She was
taking the night off. Tomorrow she would straighten everything out,
one

disaster at a time.

The trouble was, she thought with a half smile, she'd forgotten the
art of relaxation over the past few

weeks. It was time to reacquaint herself with laziness. Laying back,
Tory shut her eyes and went instantly

to sleep. Drifting slowly awake with the feather-light touch of fingers
on her cheek. Tory gave a sleepy sigh and debated whether she



should open her eyes. There was another touch—a tracing of her
lips this time.

Enjoying the sensation, she made a quiet sound of pleasure and let
her lashes flutter up. The light was dim, deep, deep dusk. Her eyes
focused gradually on the sky above her. No clouds, no stars, just a
mellow

expanse of blue. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her arms to stretch.
Her hand was captured and kissed.

Tory turned her head and saw Phil sitting beside her. "Hello."

"Watching you wake up is enough to drive a man crazy," he
murmured, keeping her hand in his. "You're sexier sleeping than
most women are wide awake."

She gave a lazy laugh. "Sleeping's always been one of my best
things. Have you been here long?"

"Not long. The filming ran a bit over schedule." He flexed his back
muscles, then smiled down at her.

"How was your day?"

"Rotten." Tory blew out a breath and struggled to sit up. "I talked with
Tod this afternoon. I didn't handle it well. Damn." Tory rested her
forehead on her knees again. "I didn't want to hurt that boy."

"Tory"—Phil stroked a hand down her hair—"there was no way he
wouldn't be hurt some. Kids are resilient; he'll bounce back."

"I know." She turned her head to look at him, keeping her cheeks on
her knees. "But he's so fragile. Love's fragile, isn't it? So easily
shattered. I suppose it's best that he hate me for a while."

"He won't." Phil disagreed. "You mean too much to him. After a while
his feelings will slip into perspective. I imagine he'll always think of
you as his first real love."



"It makes me feel very special, but I don't think I made him believe
that. Anyway," she continued, "after I'd made a mess out of that, I
snarled at one of the town fathers, bit off the head of a rancher and
took a few swipes at Merle." She swore with the expertise he had
admired before. ' 'Sitting here, I knew I was in danger of having a
major pity party, so I went to sleep instead."

"Wise choice. I came near to choking my overseer."

"Overseer? Oh, the guarantor." Tory laughed, shaking back her hair.
"So we both had a lovely day."

"Let's drink to it." Phil picked up a bottle of champagne from beside
him.

"Well, how about that." Tory glanced at the label and pursed her lips.
"You always go first class, Kincaid."

"Absolutely," he agreed, opening the bottle with a pop and fizz. He
poured the brimming wine into a glass.

Tory took it, watching the bubbles explode as he filled his own. "To
the end of the day."

"To the end of the day!" she agreed, clinking her glass against his.
The ice-cold champagne ran excitedly over her tongue. "Nice," she
murmured, shutting her eyes and savoring. "Very nice." They drank
in companionable silence as the darkness deepened. Overhead a
few stars flickered hesitantly while the moon

started its slow rise. The night was as hot and dry as the afternoon
and completely still. There wasn't even a whisper of breeze to ripple
the water. Phil leaned back on an elbow, studying Tory's profile.

' 'What are you thinking?''

"That I'm glad I took the night off." Smiling, she turned her head so
she faced him fully. The pale light of the moon fell over her features,



accenting them.

"Good God, Tory," he breathed. "I've got to get that face on film." She
threw back her head and laughed with a freedom she hadn't felt in
days. ' 'So take a home movie, Kincaid."

"Would you let me?" he countered immediately.

She merely filled both glasses again. "You're obsessed," she told
him.

"More than's comfortable, yes," he murmured. He sipped, enjoying
the taste, but thinking of her. "I wasn't sure you'd come."

"Neither was I." She studied the wine in her glass with apparent
concentration. "Another glass of this and I might admit I enjoy being
with you."

"We've half a bottle left."

Tory lifted one shoulder in a shrug before she drank again. "One step
at a time," she told him. "But then,"

she murmured, "I suppose we've come a few steps already, haven't
we?"

"A few." His fingers ran over the back of her hand. "Does it worry
you?" She gave a quick, rueful laugh.

"More than's comfortable, yes."

Sitting up, he draped a casual arm around her shoulders. "I like the
night best. I have the chance to think."

He sensed her complete relaxation, feeling a pleasant stir as she let
her head rest on his shoulder. "During the day, with all the pressure,
the demands, when I think, I think on my feet."



"That's funny." She lifted a hand across her body to lace her fingers
with his. "In Albuquerque I did some of my best planning in bed the
night before a court date. It's easier to let things come and go in your
head at night." Tilting her face, Tory brushed his lips with hers. "I do
enjoy being with you." He returned the kiss, but with equal lightness.
"I didn't need the champagne?"

"Well...it didn't hurt." When he chuckled, she settled her head in the
crook of his shoulder again. It felt right there, as if it belonged. "I've
always loved this spot," Tory said quietly. "Water's precious around
here, and this has always been like a little mirage. It's not very big,
but it's pretty deep in places. The townspeople enjoy calling it a
lake." She laughed suddenly. "When we were kids, we'd troop out
here sometimes on an unbearably hot day. We'd strip and jump in.
Of course, it was frowned on when we were teenagers, but we

still managed."

"Our decadent youth."

"Good, clean fun, Kincaid," she disagreed.

"Oh, yeah? Why don't you show me?"

Tory turned to him with a half smile. When he only lifted a brow in
challenge, she grinned. A small pulse of excitement beat deep inside
her. "You're on." Pushing him away, she tugged off her shoes. "The
name of the game is to get in first."

As he stripped off his shirt it occurred to him that he'd never seen her
move quickly before. He was still

pulling off his shoes when she was naked and racing for the water.
The moonlight danced over her skin,

over the hair that streamed behind her back, causing him to stop and
stare after her. She was even more



exquisite than he had imagined. Then she was splashing up to her
waist and diving under. Shaking himself

out of the trance, Phil stripped and followed her.

The water was beautifully cool. It shocked his heated skin on
contact, then caressed it. Phil gave a moan of pure pleasure as he
sank to his shoulders. The small swimming hole in the middle of
nowhere gave him just

as much relief as his custom-made pool. More, he realized, glancing
around for Tory. She surfaced, face

lifted, hair slicked back. The moonlight caught the glisten of water on
her face. A naiad, he thought. She

opened her eyes. They glimmered green, like a cat's. "You're slow,
Kincaid." He struggled against an almost painful flood of desire. This
wasn't the moment to rush. They both knew this was their time, and
there were hours yet to fill. "I've never seen you move fast before,"
he commented, treading water.

"I save it up." The bottom was just below her toes. Tory kicked lazily
to keep afloat. "Conserving energy is one of my personal
campaigns."

"I guess that means you don't want to race."

She gave him a long look. "You've got to be kidding."

"Guess you wouldn't be too hard to beat," he considered. "Skinny,"
he added.

"I am not." Tory put the heel of her hand into the water, sending a
spray into his face.

"Couple of months in a good gym might build you up a bit." He
smiled, calmly wiping the water from his eyes.



"I'm built up just fine," she returned. "Is this amateur psychology,
Kincaid?"

"Did it work?" he countered.

In answer she twisted and struck out, kicking up a curtain of water
into his face as she headed for the far side of the pool. Phil grinned,
observing that she could move like lightning when she put her mind
to it,

then started after her.

She beat him by two full strokes, then waited, laughing, while she
shook back her hair. "Better keep up your membership to that gym,
Kincaid."

"You cheated," he pointed out.

"I won. That's what counts."

He lifted a brow, amused and intrigued that she wasn't even winded.
Apparently her statement about

strong energy was perfectly true. "And that from an officer of the
law."

"I'm not wearing my badge." "I noticed."

Tory laughed again, moving out in a gentle sidestroke toward the
middle of the pool. "I guess you're in pretty good shape...for a
Hollywood director."

"Is that so?" He swam alongside of her, matching her languid
movements.

"You don't have a paunch—yet," she added, grinning. Gently but
firmly, Phil pushed her head under. "So you want to play dirty," she
murmured when she surfaced. In a quick move she had his legs
scissored



between hers, then gave his chest a firm shove. Off guard, Phil went
over backward and submerged. He

came up, giving his head a toss to free his eyes of dripping hair. Tory
was already a few yards away,

treading water and chuckling.

"Basic Self-Defense 101," she informed him. "Though you have to
make allowances for buoyancy in the water."

This time Phil put more effort into his strokes. Before Tory had
reached the other side, he had a firm grip on her ankle. With a tug he
took her under the water and back to him. Sputtering, she found
herself caught

in his arms.

"Want to try a few free throws?" he invited.

A cautious woman, Tory measured her opponent and the odds. "I'll
pass. Water isn't my element." Her arms were trapped between their
bodies, but when she tried to free them, he only brought her closer.
His smile

faded into a look of understanding. She felt her heart begin a slow,
dull thud. He took her mouth with

infinite care, wanting to savor the moment. Her lips were wet and
cool. With no hesitation her tongue

sought his. The kiss deepened slowly, luxuriously while he supported
her, keeping her feet just above the

sandy bottom. The feeling of weightlessness aroused her and she
allowed herself to float, holding on to him as though he were an
anchor. Their lips warmed from an intimate heat before they began
to search for new



tastes.

Without hurry they roamed each other's faces, running moist kisses
over moist skin. With quiet whispers the water lapped around them
as they shifted and searched.

Finding her arms free at last, Tory wrapped them about his neck,
pressing her body against his. She heard

Phil suck in his breath at the contact, felt the shudder race through
him before his mouth crushed down on

hers. The time had passed for slow loving. Passion too long
suppressed exploded as mouth sought eager

mouth. Keeping one arm firm at her waist, he began to explore her
as he had longed to do. His fingers slid

over her wet skin.

Tory moved against him, weakening them both so that they
submerged, locked together. Streaming wet,

they sur-faced with their lips still fused, then gasped for air. Her
hands ran over him, drawing him closer, then away, to seek more of
him. Unable to bear the hunger, she thrust her fingers into his hair
and pulled

his lips back to hers. With a sudden violence he bent her back until
her hair streamed behind her on the

surface of the water. His mouth rushed over her face, refusing her
efforts to halt it with hers while he found her breast with his palm.

The throaty moan that wrenched from her evoked a new wave of
passion. Phil lifted her so he could draw

her hot, wet nipple into his mouth. His tongue tormented them both
until her hands fell into the pool in a



submission he hadn't expected. Drunk on power, he took his mouth
over her trembling skin, down to where

the water separated him from her. Frustrated with the barrier, he let
his mouth race up again to her breast until Tory clutched at his
shoulders, shuddering.

Her head fell back as he lowered her so that her neck was
vulnerable and glistening in the moonlight. He

kissed it hungrily, hearing her cry with anguished delight.

Cool, cool water, but she was so hot that his legs nearly buckled at
the feel of her. Tory was beyond all but dark, vivid sensations. To her
the water felt steamy, heated by her own body. Her breathing
seemed to

echo in the empty night, then shudder back to her. She would have
shouted for him to take her, but his

name would only come as a gasp through her lips. She couldn't bear
it; the need was unreasonable. With a

strength conceived in passion she locked her legs tightly around his
waist and lowered herself to him. They swayed for a moment,
equally stunned. Then he gripped her legs, letting her take him on a
wild, impossible

journey. There was a rushing, like the sound of the wind inside her
head. Trembling, they slid down into the water.

With some vague recollection of where they were, Phil caught Tory
against him again. "We'd better get out of here," he managed. "We'll
drown."

Tory let her head fall on his shoulder. "I don't mind."

With a low, shaky laugh, Phil lifted her into his arms and carried her
from the pond. Chapter 8



He laid her down, then dropped on his back on the grass beside her.
For some time the only sound in the

night was their mixed breathing. The stars were brilliant now, the
moon nearly full. Both of them stared up.

"You were saying something," Phil began in a voice . that still wasn't
steady, "about water not being your element."

Tory gave a choke of laughter that turned into a bubble, then a burst
of pure appreciation. "I guess I could be wrong."

Phil closed his eyes, the better to enjoy the heavy weakness that
flowed through his system. Tory sighed

and stretched. "That was wonderful." He drew her closer against his
side. "Cold?" "No."

"This grass—"

"Terrible, isn't it?" With another laugh Tory twisted so that she lay
over his chest. Her wet skin slid over his.

Lazily he ran a hand down the length of her back as she smiled back
at him. Her hair was slicked close to

her head, her skin as pale and exquisite as marble in the moonlight.
A few small drops of water clung to

her lashes.

"You're beautiful when you're wet," he told her, drawing her down for
a slow, lingering kiss.

"So are you." When he grinned, she ran both thumbs from his jaw to
his cheekbones. "I like your face," she decided, tilting her head as
she studied it. "That aristocratic bone structure you get from your
father. It's no wonder he was so effective playing those
swashbuckling roles early in his career." She narrowed her eyes as if



seeking a different perspective. "Of course," she continued
thoughtfully, "I rather like it when yours takes on that aloof
expression."

"Aloof?" He shifted a bit as the grass scratched his bare skin.

"You do it very well. Your eyes have a terrific way of saying T beg
your pardon' and meaning 'Go to hell.'

I've noticed it, especially when you talk to that short man with the
little glasses."

"Tremaine," Phil muttered. "Associate producer and general pain in
the neck." Tory chuckled and kissed his chin. "Don't like anyone
else's hands on your movie, do you?"

"I'm very selfish with what belongs to me." He took her mouth again
with more fervor than he had

intended. As the kiss lengthened and deepened he gave a quick
sound of pleasure and pressed her closer.

When their lips parted, their eyes met. Both of them knew they were
heading for dangerous ground. Both

of them treaded carefully. Tory lowered her head to his chest, trying
to think logically.

"I suppose we knew this was going to happen sooner or later."

"I suppose we did."

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth a moment. "The
important thing is not to let it get

complicated."

"No." He frowned up at the stars. "We both want to avoid
complications."



"In a few weeks we'll both be leaving town." They were unaware that
they had tightened their holds on the other. "I have to pick up my
case load again."

"I have to finish the studio scenes," he murmured.

"It's a good thing we understand each other right from the
beginning." She closed her eyes, drawing in his scent as though she
were afraid she might forget it. "We can be together like this,
knowing no one will be hurt when it's over."

"Yeah."

They lay in silence, dealing with a mutual and unstated sense of
depression and loss. We're adults, Tory

thought, struggling against the mood. Attracted to each other. It isn't
any more than that. Can't be any

more than that. But she wasn't as sure of herself as she wanted to
be.

"Well," she said brightly, lifting her head again. "So tell me how the
filming's going? That scene today seemed to click perfectly."

Phil forced himself to match her mood, ignoring the doubts forming in
his own head. "You came in on the last take," he said dryly. "It was
like pulling teeth."

Tory reached across him for the bottle of champagne. The glass was
covered with beads of sweat. ' 'It

looked to me like Marlie Summers came out on top," she commented
as she poured.

"She's very good."

Resting her arm on his chest, Tory drank. The wine still fizzled cold.
"Yes, I thought so, too, but I wish she'd steer away from Merle."



"Worried about his virtue, Tory?" he asked dryly.

She shot him an annoyed look. "He's going to get hurt."

"Why?" he countered. "Because a beautiful woman's interested
enough to spend some time with him? Now, look," he continued
before she could retort, "you have your own view of him; it's possible
someone else might have another."

Frowning, she drank again. "How's he going to feel when she
leaves?"

"That's something he'll have to deal with," Phil said quietly. "He
already knows she's going to." Again their eyes met in quick, almost
frightened recognition. Tory looked away to study the remaining wine
in her

glass. It was different, she told herself. She and Phil both had certain
priorities. When they parted, it would be without regret or pain. It had
to be.

"It might not be easy to accept," she murmured, wanting to believe
she still spoke of Merle.

"On either side," he replied after a long pause.

Tory turned her head to find his eyes on hers, light and clear and
very intense. The ground was getting

shaky again. "I suppose it'll work out for the best...for everyone."
Determined to lighten the mood, she smiled down at him. "You know,
the whole town's excited about those scenes you're shooting with
them as extras. The Kramer twins haven't gotten out of line for an
entire week."

"One of them asked me if he could have a close-up."

"Which one?"



"Who the hell can tell?" Phil demanded. "This one tried to hustle a
date with Marlie." Tory laughed, pressing the back of her wrist to her
mouth to hold in a swallow of champagne. "Had to be Zac. He's
impossible. Are you going to give him his close-up?"

"I'll give him a swift kick in the pants if he messes around the crane
again," Phil returned.

"Uh-oh, I didn't hear about that."

Phil shrugged. "It didn't seem necessary to call the law on him."

"Tempting as it might be," she returned. "I wouldn't have thrown him
in the penitentiary. Handling the Kramers has become an art."

' I had one of my security guards put the fear of God into him," Phil
told her easily. "It seemed to do the trick."

"Listen, Phil, if any of my people need restraining, I expect to be
informed." With a sigh, he plucked the glass from her hand, tossed it
aside, then rolled on top of her. "You've got the night off, Sheriff.
We're not going to talk about it."

"Really." Her arms were already linked around his neck. "Just what
are we going to talk about, then?"

"Not a damn thing," he muttered and pressed his mouth to hers.

Her response was a muffled sound of agreement. He could taste the
champagne on her tongue and lingered

over it. The heat of the night had already dried their skin, but he ran
his hands through the cool dampness of her hair. He could feel her
nipples harden against the pressure of his chest. This time, he
thought, there would be no desperation. He could enjoy her slowly—
the long, lean lines of her body, the silken texture of

her skin, the varied, heady tastes of her.



From the wine-flavored lips he took an unhurried journey to the
warmer taste of her throat. But his hands

were already roaming demandingly. Tory moved under him with
uncontrollable urgency as his thumb found

the peak of her breast, intensifying her pleasure. To his amazement
Phil found he could have taken her

immediately. He banked the need. There was still so much of her to
learn of, so much to experience.

Allowing the tip of his tongue to skim along her skin, he moved down
to her breast. Tory arched, pressing

him down. His slow, teasing kisses made her moan in delighted
frustration. Beneath the swell of her breast, his mouth lingered to
send shivers and more shivers of pleasure through her. His tongue
flicked lazily over her nipple, then retreated to soft flesh. She
moaned his name, urging him back. He circled slowly, mouth on one
breast, palm on the other, thrilling to her mindless murmurs and
convulsive movements beneath him.

Taking exquisite care, he captured a straining peak between his
teeth. Leaving it moist and wanting, he

journeyed to her other breast to savor, to linger, then to devour. His
hands had moved lower, so that

desire throbbed over her at so many points, she was delirious for
fulfillment. Anxious to discover all she

could about his body, Tory ran her fingertips over the taut muscles of
his shoulders, down the strong back.

Through a haze of sensation she felt him shudder at her touch. With
delicious slowness she skimmed her



fingers up his rib cage. She heard him groan before his teeth nipped
into her tender flesh. Open and

hungry, his mouth came swiftly back to hers. When she reached for
him, he drew in a sharp breath at the

contact. Burying his face in her neck, Phil felt himself drowning in
pleasure. The need grew huge, but again he refused it.

"Not yet," he murmured to himself and to her. "Not yet." He passed
down the valley between her breasts, wallowing in the hot scent that
clung to her skin. Her stomach quivered under his lips. Tory no
longer felt the rough carpet of grass under her back, only Phil's
seeking mouth and caressing hands. His mouth slipped

lower and she moaned, arching—willing, wanting. His tongue was
quick and greedy, shooting pleasure from

the core of her out even to her fingertips. Her body was heavy with it,
her head light. He brought her to a shuddering crest, but relentlessly
allowed no time for recovery. His fingers sought her even as his
mouth

found fresh delight in the taste of her thigh. She shook her head,
unable to believe she could be so

helpless. Her fingers clutched at the dry grass while her lips
responded to the dizzying pace he set. Her skin was damp again,
quivering in the hot night air. Again and again he drove her up, never
letting her settle,

never allowing her complete release.

"Phil," she moaned between harsh, shallow breaths. "I need..." He'd
driven himself to the verge of madness.

His body throbbed in one solid ache for her. Wildly he took his mouth
on a frantic journey up her body.



"What?" he demanded. "What do you need?"

"You," she breathed, no longer aware of words or meanings. "You."
With a groan of triumph he thrust into her, catapulting them both
closer to what they insisted on denying. She'd warned him about the
heat. Still, Phil found himself cursing the unrelenting sun as he set
up for another outdoor shot. The grips had set up

stands with butterflies—long black pieces of cloth—to give shade
between takes. The cameraman stood

under a huge orange and white umbrella and sweated profusely. The
actors at least could spend a few

moments in the shade provided while Phil worked almost exclusively
in the streaming sun, checking angles,

lighting, shadows. Reflectors were used to bounce the sunlight and
carbon arcs balanced the back lighting.

A gaffer, stripped to the waist, adjusted a final piece of blue gel over
a bulb. The harsh, glaring day was precisely what Phil wanted, but it
didn't make the work any more pleasant.

Forcing down more salt tablets, he ordered the next take. Oddly,
Dressier seemed to have adjusted to the

heat more easily than the younger members of the cast and crew.
Or, Phil mused as he watched him come

slowly down the street with the fledgling actor who played his alter
ego, he's determined not to be outdone.

As time went on, he became more competitive—and the more
competitive he became, particularly with

Marlie, the more Phil was able to draw out of him.



Yeah, Phil thought as Dressier turned to the younger actor with a
look of world-weariness. He ran through

his dialogue slowly, keeping the pace just short of dragging. He was
a man giving advice reluctantly, without any confidence that it was
viable or would be listened to in any case. He talked almost to
himself. For a

moment Phil forgot his own discomfort in simple admiration for a pro
who had found the heart of his

character. He was growing old and didn't give a damn—wanted to be
left alone, but had no hope that his

wishes would be respected. Once he had found his moment of glory,
then had lost it. He saw himself in the

younger man and felt a bitter pity. Ultimately he turned and walked
slowly away. The camera stayed on him

for a silent thirty seconds.

"Cut. Perfect," Phil announced in a rare show of unconditional
approval. "Lunch," he said dropping a hand on the younger actor's
shoulder. "Get out of the sun for a while; I'll need you for reaction
shots in thirty minutes." He walked over to meet Sam. "That was a
hell of a job." Grinning, Sam swiped at his brow.

"Somebody's got to show these kids how it's done. That love scene
with Marlie's going to be interesting," he added a bit ruefully. "I keep
remembering she's my daughter's age."

"That should keep you in character."

Sam laughed, running his fingers through his thick salt-and-pepper
hair. "Well, the girl's a pro," he said after a moment. "This movie's
going to shoot her into the fast lane quick." He sent Phil a long,
steady look.



"And you and I," he added, "are going to win each other an Oscar."
When Phil only lifted a brow, Sam slapped him on the back. "Don't
give me that look, boy," he said, amused. "You're talking to one
who's been passed over a few times himself. You can be lofty and
say awards don't mean a damn...but they do."

Again his eyes met Phil's. "I want this one just as much as you do."
He ran a hand over his stomach. "Now I'm going to get myself a beer
and put my feet up."

He sauntered off, leaving Phil looking after him. He didn't want to
admit, even to himself, that he desired his profession's ultimate
accolade. In a few short words Dressier had boiled it all down. Yes,
he wanted to direct outstanding films—critically and financially
successful, lasting, important. But he wanted that little gold statue.
With a wry grin Phil swiped at his brow with his forearm. It seemed
that the need to win, and

to be acknowledged, didn't fade with years. Dressier had been in the
business longer than Phil had been

alive; yet, he was still waiting for the pot at the end of the rainbow.
Phil adjusted his sunglasses, admitting he wasn't willing to wait
thirty-five years.

"Hey, Phil." Bicks lumbered over to him, mopping his face. "Look,
you've got to do something about that woman."

Phil pulled out a cigarette. "Which?"

"That sheriff." Bicks popped another piece of gum into his mouth.
"Great looker," he added. "Got a way of walking that makes a man
home right in on her..." He trailed off, observing the look in Phil's
eyes. "Just an observation," he muttered.

"What do you expect me to do about the way Sheriff Ashton walks,
Bicks?" Catching the amusement in Phil's tone, Bicks grinned.



"Nothing, please. A man's got to have something pleasant to look at
in this place.

But damn it, Phil, she gave me a ticket and slapped a two-hundred-
andfifty-dollar fine on me." Phil pushed his glasses up on his head
with a weary sigh. He'd wanted to catch a quick shower before
resuming the

shoot. "What for?"

"Littering."

"Littering?" Phil repeated over a snort of laughter.

"Two hundred and fifty bucks for dropping gum wrappers in the
street," Bicks returned, not seeing the humor. "Wouldn't listen to
reason either. I'd have picked 'em up and apologized. Two hundred
and fifty bucks for a gum wrapper, Phil. Jeez."

"All right, all right, I'll talk to her." After checking his watch, Phil
started up the street. "Set up for the next scene in twenty minutes."

Tory sat with her feet propped up on the desk as she struggled to
decipher Merle's report on a feud

between two neighboring ranches. It seemed that a dispute over a
line of fence was becoming more

heated. It was going to require her attention. So was the letter she
had just received from one of her clients in Albuquerque. When Phil
walked in, she glanced up from the scrawled pad and smiled.

"You look hot," she commented. "Am hot," he countered, giving the
squeaking fan above their heads a glance. "Why don't you get that
thing

fixed?"

"And spoil the atmosphere?"



Phil stepped over the sleeping dog, taking a seat on the corner of
her desk. "We're going to be shooting one of the scenes with the
townspeople milling around later. Are you going to watch?"

"Sure."

"Want to do a cameo?" he asked with a grin. "No, thanks." Leaning
over, he pressed his lips to hers.

"Dinner in my room tonight?" Tory smiled. "You still have those
candles?" "All you want," he agreed.

"You talked me into it," she murmured, drawing his face back for a
second kiss.

"Tory, if I brought a camera out to your ranch one day, would you let
me film you riding that palomino?"

"Phil, for heaven's sake—"

"Home movies?" he interrupted, twirling her hair around his finger.
She gave a capitulating sigh. "If it's important to you."

"It is." He straightened, checked his watch, then pulled out a
cigarette. "Listen, Tory, Bicks tells me you fined him for littering."

"That's right." The phone rang, and Phil waited while she took the
call. After a moment he realized her tone was slightly different. With
interest he listened to the legal jargon roll off her tongue. It must be

Albuquerque, he realized. He watched her carefully, discovering this
was a part of her life he knew nothing of. She'd be tough in court, he
mused. There was an intensity under that languid exterior that
slipped out at unexpected moments. And what did she do after a day
in court or a day in the office?

There'd be men, he thought, instantly disliking the image. A woman
like Tory would only spend evenings



alone, nights alone, if she chose to. He looked away, taking a deep
drag on his cigarette. He couldn't start thinking along those lines, he
reminded himself. They were both free agents. That was the first
rule.

"Phil?"

He turned back to see that she had replaced the receiver. "What?"

"You were saying?"

"Ah..." He struggled to remember the point of his visit. "Bicks," he
continued. "Yes, what about him?"

"A two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar fine for littering," Phil stated, not quite
erasing the frown that had formed between his brows.

"Yes, that's the amount of the fine."

"Tory, be reasonable."

Her brow lifted. "Reasonable, Kincaid?"

Her use of his surname told him what level they were dealing on. "It's
certainly extreme for a gum

wrapper."

"We don't vary the fine according to the style of trash," she replied
with an easy shrug. "A tin of caviar would have cost him the same
amount."

Goaded, Phil rose. "Listen, Sheriff—"

"And while we're on the subject," she interrupted, "you can tell your
people that if they don't start picking up after themselves more
carefully, they're all going to be slapped with fines." She gave him a
mild smile.



"Let's keep Friendly clean, Kincaid."

He took a slow drag. "You're not going to hassle my people."

"You're not going to litter my town."

He swore, coming around the desk when the door opened. Pleased
to see Tod, Tory swung her legs to the

floor and started to stand. It was then that she saw the dull bruise on
the side of his face. Fury swept

through her so quickly, she was forced to clench her hands into fists
to control it. Slowly she walked to him and took his face in her hands.

"How did you get this?"

He shrugged, avoiding her eyes. "It's nothing."

Fighting for calm. Tory lifted his hands, examining the knuckles
carefully. There was no sign that he'd been fighting. "Your father?"

He shook his head briskly. "I came to do the sweeping up," he told
her, and tried to move away. Tory took him firmly by the shoulders.
"Tod, look at me."

Reluctantly he lifted his eyes. "I've still got five dollars to work off," he
said tightly.

"Did your father put this bruise on your face?" she demanded. When
he started to drop his eyes again, she gave him a quick shake. "You
answer me."

"He was just mad because—" He broke off, observing the rage that
lit her face. Instinctively he cringed away from it. Tory set him aside
and started for the door.

"Where are you going?" Moving quickly, Phil was at the door with
her, his hand over hers on the knob.



"To see Swanson."

"No!" They both turned to see Tod standing rigid in the center of the
room. "No, you can't. He won't like it.

He'll get awful mad at you."

"I'm going to talk to your father, Tod," Tory said in a careful voice, "to
explain to him why it's wrong for him to hurt you this way."

"Only when he loses his temper." Tod dashed across the room to
grab her free hand. "He's not a bad man.

I don't want you to put him in jail."

Though her anger was lethal, Tory gave Tod's hand a reassuring
squeeze. "I'm just going to talk to him, Tod."

"He'll be crazy mad if you do, Tory. I don't want him to hurt you
either."

"He won't, don't worry." She smiled, seeing by the expression in
Tod's eyes that she'd already been forgiven. "Go get the broom now.
I'll be back soon."

"Tory, please..."

"Go on," she said firmly.

Phil waited until the boy had disappeared into the back room. "You're
not going." Tory sent him a long look, then pulled open the door. Phil
spun her around as she stepped outside. "I said you're not going."

"You're interfering with the law, Kincaid."

"The hell with that!" Infuriated, Phil pushed her back against the wall.
"You're crazy if you think I'm going to let you go out there."



"You don't let me do anything," she reminded him. "I'm sworn to
protect the people under my jurisdiction.

Tod Swanson is one of my people."

"A man who punches a kid isn't going to hesitate to take a swing at
you just because you've got that little piece of tin on your shirt."

Because her anger was racing, Tory forced herself to speak calmly.
"What do you suggest I do? Ignore

what I just saw?"

Frustrated by the image of Tod's thin face, Phil swore. "I'll go."

"You have no right." She met his eyes squarely. "You're not the law,
and what's more, you're an outsider."

"Send Merle."

"Don't you hold with no woman sheriff, Kincaid?"

"Damn it, Tory." He shook her, half in fear, half in frustration. "This
isn't a joke."

"No, it's not," she said seriously. "It's my job. Now, let go of me, Phil."
Furious, Phil complied, then watched her stride to her car. "Tory," he
called after her, "if he puts a hand on you, I'll kill him."

She slipped into the car, driving off without looking back.

Tory took the short drive slowly, wanting to get her emotions under
control before she confronted Swanson.

She had to be objective, she thought, as her knuckles whitened on
the steering wheel. But first she had to

be calm. It wasn't possible to do what she needed to do in anger, or
to let Phil's feelings upset her. To live up to the badge on her shirt,



she had to set all that aside.

She wasn't physically afraid, not because she was foolishly brave,
but because when she saw a blatant

injustice, Tory forgot everything but the necessity of making it right.
As she took the left fork toward the Swanson ranch, however, she
had her first stirring of self-doubt.

What if she mishandled the situation? she thought in sudden panic.
What if her meeting with Swanson only

made more trouble for the boy? The memory of Tod's terrified face
brought on a quick queasiness that she

fought down. No, she wasn't going to mishandle it, she told herself
firmly as the house came into view. She was going to confront
Swanson and at the very least set the wheels in motion for making
things right.

Tory's belief that all things could be set right with patience, through
the law, had been indoctrinated in

childhood. She knew and accepted no other way.

She pulled up behind Swanson's battered pickup, then climbed out
of the sheriff's car. Instantly a dog who

had been sleeping on the porch sent out angry, warning barks. Tory
eyed him a moment, wary, then saw

that he came no farther than the edge of the sagging porch. He
looked as old and unkempt as the house

itself.

Taking a quick look around, Tory felt a stir of pity for Tod. This was
borderline poverty. She, too, had grown up where a tightened belt



was often a rule, but between her mother's penchant for neatness
and the hard

work of both her parents, their small ranch had always had a homey
charm. This place, on the other hand,

looked desolate and hopeless. The grass grew wild, long overdue for
trimming. There were no brightening

spots of color from flowers or potted plants. The house itself was
frame, the paint faded down to the wood

in places. There was no chair on the porch, no sign that anyone had
the time or inclination to sit and

appreciate the view.

No one came to the door in response to the dog's barking. Tory
debated calling out from where she stood

or taking a chance with the mangy mutt. A shout came from the rear
of the house with a curse and an

order to shut up. The dog obeyed, satisfying himself with low growls
as Tory headed in the direction of the voice. She spotted Swanson
working on the fence of an empty corral. The back of his shirt was
wet with

sweat, while his hat was pulled low to shade his face. He was a
short, stocky man with the strong shoulders of a laborer. Thinking of
Tod's build, Tory decided he had inherited it, and perhaps his
temperament, from

his mother.

"Mr. Swanson?"

His head jerked up. He had been replacing a board on the fence; the
hand that swung the hammer paused



on the downswing. Seeing his face, Tory decided he had the rough,
lined face of a man constantly fighting

the odds of the elements. He narrowed his eyes; they passed briefly
over her badge.

"Sheriff," he said briefly, then gave the nail a final whack. He cared
little for women who interfered in a man's work.

"I'd like to talk to you, Mr. Swanson."

"Yeah?" He pulled another nail out of an old coffee can. "What
about?"

"Tod." Tory waited until he had hammered the nail into the warped
board.

"That boy in trouble?"

"Apparently," she said mildly. She told herself to overlook his
rudeness as he turned his back to take out another nail.

"I handle my own," he said briefly. "What's he done?"

"He hasn't done anything, Mr. Swanson."

"Either he's in trouble or he's not." Swanson placed another nail in
position and beat it into the wood. The sound echoed in the still air.
From somewhere to the right, Tory heard the lazy moo of a cow. "I
ain't got time for conversation, Sheriff."

"He's in trouble, Mr. Swanson," she returned levelly. "And you'll talk
to me here or in my office." The tone had him taking another look
and measuring her again. "What do you want?"

"I want to talk to you about the bruise on your son's face." She
glanced down at the meaty hands, noting that the knuckles around
the hammer whitened.



"You've got no business with my boy."

"Tod's a minor," she countered. "He's very much my business."

"I'm his father."

"And as such, you are not entitled to physically or emotionally abuse
your child."

"I don't know what the hell you're talking about." The color in his sun
reddened face deepened angrily.

Tory's eyes remained calm and direct.

"I'm well aware that you've beaten the boy before," she said coolly.
"There are very strict laws to protect a child against this kind of
treatment. If they're unknown to you, you might want to consult an
attorney."

"I don't need no damn lawyer," he began, gesturing at Tory with the
hammer as his voice rose.

"You will if you point that thing at me again," she told him quietly.
"Attempted assault on a peace officer is a very serious crime."

Swanson looked down at the hammer, then dropped it disgustedly to
the ground. "I don't assault women,"

he muttered.

"Just children?"

He sent her a furious glance from eyes that watered against the sun.
"I got a right to discipline my own. I got a ranch to run here." A
gesture with his muscular arm took in his pitiful plot of land. "Every
time I turn around, that boy's off somewheres."

"Your reasons don't concern me. The results do."



With rage burning on his face, he took a step toward her. Tory held
her ground. "You just get back in your car and get out. I don't need
nobody coming out here telling me how to raise my boy." Tory kept
her eyes on his, although she was well aware his hands had
clenched into fists. "I can start proceedings to make Tod a ward of
the court."

"You can't take my boy from me."

Tory lifted a brow. "Can't I?"

"I got rights," he blustered.

"So does Tod."

He swallowed, then turned back to pick up his hammer and nails.
"You ain't taking my boy." Something in his eyes before he had
turned made Tory pause. Justice, she reminded herself, was
individual.

"He wouldn't want me to," she said in a quieter tone. "He told me you
were a good man and asked me not to put you in jail. You bruise his
face, but he doesn't stop loving you." She watched Swanson's back

muscles tighten. Abruptly he flung the hammer and the can away.
Nails scattered in the wild grass. "I didn't mean to hit him like that,"
he said with a wrench in his voice that kept Tory silent. "Damn boy
should've fixed this fence like I told him." He ran his hands over his
face. "I didn't mean to hit him like that. Look at this place," he
muttered, gripping the top rail of the fence. "Takes every minute just
to keep it up and scrape by, never amount to anything. But it's all I
got. All I hear from Tod is how he wants to go off to

school, how he wants this and that, just like—"

"His brother?" Tory ventured.



Swanson turned his head slowly, and his face was set. "I ain't going
to talk about that."

"Mr. Swanson, I know something about what it takes to keep up a
place like this. But your frustrations and your anger are no excuse for
misusing your boy."

He turned away again, the muscles in his jaw tightening. "He's gotta
learn."

"And your way of teaching him is to use your fists?"

"I tell you I didn't mean to hit him." Furious, he whirled back to her. "I
don't mean to take a fist to him the way my father done to me. I know
it ain't right, but when he pushes me—" He broke off again, angry
with himself for telling his business to an outsider. "I ain't going to hit
him anymore," he muttered.

"But you've told yourself that before, haven't you?" Tory countered.
"And meant it, I'm sure." She took a deep breath, as he only stared
at her. "Mr. Swanson, you're not the only parent who has a problem
with control. There are groups and organizations designed to help
you and your family."

"I'm not talking to any psychiatrists and do-gooders."

"There are ordinary people, exactly like yourself, who talk and help
each other."

"I ain't telling strangers my business. I can handle my own."

"No, Mr. Sawnson, you can't." For a moment Tory wished helplessly
that there was an easy answer. "You don't have too many choices.
You can drive Tod away, like you did your first boy." Tory stood firm
as he whirled like a bull. "Or," she continued calmly, "you can seek
help, the kind of help that will justify your son's love for you. Perhaps
your first decision is what comes first, your pride or your boy."



Swanson stared out over the empty corral. "It would kill his mother if
he took off too."

' T have a number you can call, Mr. Swanson. Someone who'll talk to
you, who'll listen. I'll give it to Tod."

His only acknowledgment was a shrug. She waited a moment,
praying her judgment was right. "I don't like ultimatums," she
continued. "But I'll expect to see Tod daily. If he doesn't come to
town, I'll come here. Mr.

Swanson, if there's a mark on that boy, I'll slap a warrant on you and
take Tod into custody." He twisted his head to look at her again.
Slowly, mea-suringly, he nodded. "You've got a lot of your father in
you, Sheriff."

Automatically Tory's hand rose to her badge. She smiled for the first
time. "Thanks." Turning, she walked away. Not until she was out of
sight did she allow herself the luxury of wiping her sweaty palms on
the

thighs of her jeans.



Chapter 9
' Tory was stopped at the edge of town by a barricade. Killing the
engine, she stepped out of the car as one of Phil's security men
approached her.

"Sorry, Sheriff, you can't use the main street. They're filming."

With a shrug Tory leaned back on the hood of her car. "It's all right.
I'll wait." The anger that had driven her out to the Swanson ranch
was gone. Now Tory appreciated the time to rest and think. From her

vantage point she could see the film crew and the townspeople who
were making their debut as extras. She

watched Hollister walk across the street in back of two actors
exchanging lines in the scene. It made Tory

smile, thinking how Hollister would brag about this moment of glory
for years to come. There were a dozen

people she knew, milling on the streets or waiting for their
opportunity to mill. Phil cut the filming, running through take after
take. Even with the distance Tory could sense he was frustrated. She
frowned,

wondering if their next encounter would turn into a battle. She
couldn't back down, knowing that she had

done the right thing—essentially the only thing.

Their time together was to be very brief, she mused. She didn't want
it plagued by arguments and tension.

But until he accepted the demands and responsibilities of her job,
tension was inevitable. It had already



become very important to Tory that the weeks ahead be unmarred.
Perhaps, she admitted thoughtfully, too

important. It was becoming more difficult for her to be perfectly
logical when she thought of Phil. And since the night before, the
future had become blurred and distant. There seemed to be only the
overwhelming

present.

She couldn't afford that, Tory reminded herself. That wasn't what
either one of them had bargained for.

She shifted her shoulders as her shirt grew hot and damp against
her back. There was the summer, and

just the summer, before they both went their separate ways. It was,
of course, what each of them wanted.

' 'Sheriff... ah, Sheriff Ashton?'

Disoriented, Tory shook her head and stared at the man beside her.
"What—? Yes?" The security guard held out a chilled can of soda.
"Thought you could use this."

"Oh, yeah, thanks." She pulled the tab, letting the air out in a hiss.
"Do you think they'll be much longer?"

"Nah." He lifted his own can to drink half of it down without a breath.
"They've been working on this one scene over an hour now."

Gratefully, Tory let the icy drink slide down her dry throat. "Tell me,
Mr.—"

"Benson, Chuck Benson, ma'am."

"Mr. Benson," Tory continued, giving him an easy smile. "Have you
had any trouble with any of the townspeople?"



"Nothing to speak of," he said as he settled beside her against the
hood. "Couple of kids—those twins."

"Oh, yes," Tory murmured knowingly.

"Only tried to con me into letting them on the crane." He gave an
indulgent laugh, rubbing the cold can over his forehead to cool it.
"I've got a couple teenagers of my own," he explained.

"I'm sure you handled them, Mr. Benson." Tory flashed him a dashing
smile that lifted his blood pressure a few degrees. "Still, I'd
appreciate hearing about it if anyone in town gets out of line—
particularly the Kramer twins."

Benson chuckled. "I guess those two keep you busy."

"Sometimes they're a full-time job all by themselves." Tory rested a
foot on the bumper and settled herself more comfortably. "So tell me,
how old are your kids?"

By the time Phil had finished shooting the scene, he'd had his fill of
amateurs for the day. He'd managed,

with a good deal of self-control, to hold on to his patience and speak
to each one of his extras before he

dismissed them. He wanted to shoot one more scene before they
wrapped up for the day, so he issued

instructions immediately. It would take an hour to set up, and with
luck they'd have the film in the can

before they lost the light.

The beeper at his hip sounded, distracting him. Impatiently, Phil drew
out the walkie-talkie. "Yeah, Kincaid."

"Benson. I've got the sheriff here. All right to let her through now?"
Automatically, Phil looked toward the edge of town. He spotted Tory



leaning lazily against the hood, drinking from a can. He felt twin
surges of

relief and annoyance. "Let her in," he ordered briefly, then shoved
the radio back in place. Now that he knew she was perfectly safe,
Phil had a perverse desire to strangle her. He waited until she had
parked in

front of the sheriff's office and walked up the street to meet her.
Before he was halfway there, Tod burst

out of the door.

"Sheriff!" He teetered at the edge of the sidewalk, as if unsure of
whether to advance any farther. Tory stepped up and ran a fingertip
down the bruise on his cheek. "Everything's fine, Tod."

"You didn't..." He moistened his lips. "You didn't arrest him?'

She rested her arms on his shoulders. "No." Tory felt his shuddering
sigh.

'He didn't get mad at you or..." He trailed off again and looked at her
helplessly.

"No, we just talked. He knows he's wrong to hurt you, Tod. He wants
to stop."

"I was scared when you went, but Mr. Kincaid said you knew what
you were doing and that everything

would be all right."

"Did he?" Tory turned her head as Phil stepped beside her. The look
held a long and not quite comfortable moment. "Well, he was right."
Turning back to Tod, she gave his shoulders a quick squeeze.
"Come inside a minute. There's a number I want you to give to your
father. Want a cup of coffee, Kincaid?" "All right."



Together, they walked into Tory's office. She went directly to her
desk, pulling out a smart leather-bound

address book that looked absurdly out of place. After flipping through
it, she wrote a name and phone

number on a pad, then ripped off the sheet. "This number is for your
whole family," she said as she handed Tod the paper. "Go home and
talk to your father, Tod. He needs to understand that you love him."
He folded the sheet before slipping it into his back pocket. Shifting
from foot to foot, he stared down at the cluttered surface of her desk.
"Thanks. Ah...I'm sorry about the things I said before." Coloring a bit,
he glanced at Phil. "Yon know," he murmured, lowering his gaze to
the desk again.

"Don't be sorry, Tod." She laid a hand over his until he met her eyes.
"Okay?" she said, and smiled.

"Yeah, okay." He blushed again, but drew up his courage. Giving
Tory a swift kiss on the cheek, he darted for the door.

With a low laugh she touched the spot where his lips had brushed. "I
swear," she murmured, "if he were fifteen years older..." Phil grabbed
both her arms.

"Are you really all right?"

"Don't I look all right?" she countered.

"Damn it, Tory!"

"Phil." Taking his face in her hands, she gave him a hard, brief kiss.
"You had no reason to worry. Didn't you tell Tod that I knew what I
was doing?"

"The kid was terrified." And so was I, he thought as he pulled her into
his arms. "What happened out there?

" he demanded.



"We talked," Tory said simply. "He's a very troubled man. I wanted to
hate him and couldn't. I'm counting on him calling that number."

"What would you have done if he'd gotten violent?"

"I would have handled it," she told him, drawing away a bit. "It's my
job."

"You can't—"

"Phil"—Tory cut him off quickly and firmly—"I don't tell you how to set
a scene; don't tell me how to run my town."

"It's not the same thing and you know it." He gave her an angry
shake. "Nobody takes a swing at me when I do a retake."

"How about a frustrated actor?"

His eyes darkened. "Tory, you can't make a joke out of this."

"Better a joke than an argument," she countered. "I don't want to
fight with you. Phil, don't focus on something like this. It isn't good for
us." He bit off a furious retort, then strode away to stare out the
window. Nothing seemed as simple as it had been since the first time
he'd walked into that cramped little

room. "It's hard," he murmured. "I care." Tory stared at his back while
a range of emotions swept through her. Her heart wasn't listening to
the strict common sense she had imposed on it. No longer sure what
she

wanted, she suppressed the urge to go to him and be held again. "I
know," she said at length. "I care too."

He turned slowly. They looked at each other as they had once
before, when there were bars between them

—a bit warily. For a long moment there was only the sound of the
whining fan and the mumble of



conversation outside. "I have to get back," he told her, carefully
slipping his hands in his pockets. The need to touch her was too
strong. "Dinner?"

"Sure." She smiled, but found it wasn't as easy to tilt her lips up as it
should have been. "It'll have to be a little later—around eight?"

"That's fine. I'll see you then."

"Okay." She waited until the door had closed behind him before she
sat at her desk. Her legs were weak.

Leaning her head on her hand, she let out a long breath.

Oh, boy, she thought. Oh, boy. The ground was a lot shakier than
she had anticipated. But she couldn't be

falling in love with him, she reassured herself. Not that. Everything
was intensified because of the emotional whirlwind of the past
couple of days. She wasn't ready for the commitments and
obligations of being in

love, and that was all there was to it. Rising, she plugged in the
coffeepot. She'd feel more like herself if she had a cup of coffee and
got down to work.

Phil spent more time than he should have in the shower. It had been
a very long, very rough twelve-hour

day. He was accustomed to impossible hours and impossible
demands in his job. Characteristically he took

them in stride. Not this time.

The hot water and steam weren't drawing out the tension in his body.
It had been there from the moment

when Tory had driven off to the Swanson ranch, then had
inexplicably increased during their brief



conversation in her office. Because he was a man who always dealt
well with tension, he was annoyed that

he wasn't doing so this time.

He shut his eyes, letting the water flood over his head. She'd been
perfectly right, he mused, about his

having no say in her work. For that matter he had no say in any
aspect of her life. There were no strings on their relationship. And he
didn't want them any more than Tory did. He'd never had this
problem in a

relationship before. Problem? he mused, pushing wet hair out of his
eyes. A perspective problem, he

decided. What was necessary was to put his relationship with Tory
back in perspective. And who better to

do that than a director? he thought wryly, then switched off the
shower with a jerk of the wrist. He was

simply letting too much emotion leak into the scene. Take two, he
decided, grabbing a towel. Somehow

he'd forgotten a very few basic, very vital rules. Keep it simple, keep
it light, he reminded himself. Certainly someone with his background
and experience was too smart to look for complications. What was
between

him and Tory was completely elemental and without strain, because
they both wanted to keep it that way.

That was one of the things that had attracted him to her in the first
place, Phil remembered. Hooking a

towel loosely around his waist, he grabbed another to rub his hair
dry. She wasn't a woman who expected a



commitment, who looked for a permanent bond like love or marriage.
Those were two things they were

both definitely too smart to get mixed up with. In the steam-hazed
mirror Phil caught the flicker of doubt in his own eyes.

Oh, no, he told himself, absolutely not. He wasn't in love with her. It
was out of the question. He cared,

naturally: She was a very special woman—strong, beautiful,
intelligent, independent. And she had a great

deal of simple sweetness that surfaced unexpectedly. It was that one
quality that kept a man constantly

offbalance. So he cared about her, Phil mused, letting the second
towel fall to the floor. He could even

admit that he felt closer to her than to many people he'd known for
years. There was nothing unusual

about that. They had something in common that clicked—an odd sort
of friendship, he decided. That was

safe enough. It was only because he'd been worried about her that
he'd allowed things to get out of

proportion for a time. But he was frowning abstractedly at his
reflection when he heard the knock on the

door. "Who is it?"

"Room service."

The frown turned into a grin instantly as he recognized Tory's voice.

"Well, hi." Tory gave him a look that was both encompassing and
lazy when he opened the door. "You're a little late for your
reservation, Kincaid."



He stepped aside to allow her to enter with a large tray. "I lost track
of time in the shower. Is that our dinner?"

"Bud phoned me." Tory set the tray on the card table they'd used
before. "He said you'd ordered dinner for eight but didn't answer your
phone. Since I was starving, I decided to expedite matters." Slipping
her arms around his waist, she ran her hands up his warm, damp
back. "Ummm, you're tense," she murmured,

enjoying the way his hair curled chaotically around his face. "Rough
day?"

"And then some," he agreed before he kissed her.

He smelled clean—of soap and shampoo—yet, Tory found the scent
as arousing as the darker musky

fragrance she associated with him. Her hunger for food faded as
quickly as her hunger for him rose.

Pressing closer, she demanded more. His arms tightened; his
muscles grew taut. He was losing himself in

her again, and found no power to control it.

"You really are tense," Tory said against his mouth. "Lie down." He
gave a half chuckle, nibbling on her bottom lip. "You work fast."

"I'll rub your back," she informed him as she drew away. "You can tell
me all the frustrating things those nasty actors did today while you
were striving to be brilliant."

"Let me show you how we deal with smart alecks on the coast," Phil
suggested.

"On the bed, Kincaid."

"Well..." He grinned. "If you insist."



"On your stomach," she stated when he started to pull her with him.
Deciding that being pampered might have its advantages, he
complied. "I've got a bottle of wine in the cooler." He sighed as he
stretched out full length. "It's a hell of a place to keep a fifty-year-old
Burgundy."

"Don't be a snob," Tory warned, sitting beside him. "You must have
worked ten or twelve hours today," she began. "Did you get much
accomplished?"

"Not as much as we should have." He gave a quiet groan of pleasure
as she began to knead the muscles in his shoulders. "That's
wonderful."

"The guys in the massage parlor always asked for Tory."

His head came up. "What?"

"Just wanted to see if you were paying attention. Down, Kincaid."
She chuckled softly, working down his arms. "Were there technical
problems or temperament ones?"

"Both," he answered, settling again. He found closing his eyes was a
sensuous luxury. "Had some damaged di-achorics. With luck the
new ones'll get here tomorrow. Most of the foul-ups came during the
crowd

scene. Your people like to grin into the camera," he said dryly. "I
expected one of them to wave any minute."

"That's show biz," Tory concluded as she shifted to her knees. She
hiked her dress up a bit for more freedom. Opening his eyes, Phil
was treated to a view of thigh. "I wouldn't be surprised if the town
council elected to build a theater in Friendly just to show your movie.
Think of the boon to the industry."

"Merle walked across the street like he's sat on a horse for three
weeks." Because her fingers were working miracles over his back



muscles, Phil shut his eyes again.

"Merle's still seeing Marlie Summers."

"Tory."

"Just making conversation," she said lightly, but dug a bit harder than
necessary into his shoulder blades.

"Ouch!"

"Toughen up, Kincaid." With a laugh she placed a loud, smacking
kiss in the center of his back. ' 'You're not behind schedule, are
you?"

"No. With all the hazards of shooting on location, we're doing very
well. Another four weeks should wrap it up."

They were both silent for a moment, unexpectedly depressed. "Well,
then," Tory said briskly, "you shouldn't have to worry about the
guarantor."

"He'll be hanging over my shoulder until the film's in the can," Phil
muttered. "There's a spot just to the right...oh, yeah," he murmured
as her fingers zeroed in on it.

"Too bad you don't have any of those nifty oils and lotions," she
commented. In a fluid movement Tory straddled him, the better to
apply pressure. "You're a disappointment, Kincaid. I'd have thought
all you Hollywood types would carry a supply of that kind of thing."

"Mmmm." He would have retorted in kind, but his mind was
beginning to float. Her fingers were cool and sure as they pressed on
the small of his back just above the line of the towel. Her legs, clad in
thin

stockings, brushed his sides, arousing him with each time she
flexed. The scent of her shampoo tickled his



nostrils as she leaned up to knead his shoulders again. Though the
sheet was warm—almost too warm—

beneath him, he couldn't summon the energy to move. As the sun
was setting, the light shifted, dimming.

The room was filled with a golden haze that suited his mood. He
could hear the rumble of a car on the

street below, then only the sound of Tory's light, even breathing
above him. His muscles were relaxed and

limber, but he didn't consider telling her to stop. He'd forgotten
completely about the dinner growing cold on the table behind them.

Tory continued to run her hands along his back, thinking him asleep.
He had a beautiful body, she mused,

hard and tanned and disciplined. The muscles in his back were
supple and strong. For a moment she simply

enjoyed exploring him. When she shifted lower, the skirt of her dress
rode up high on her thighs. With a

little sound of annoyance she unzipped the dress and pulled it over
her head. She could move with more

freedom in her sheer teddy.

His waist was trim. She allowed her hands to slide over it, approving
its firmness. Before their lovemaking had been so urgent, and she
had been completely under his command. Now she enjoyed learning
the lines

and planes of his body. Down the narrow hips, over the brief swatch
of towel, to his thighs. There were

muscles there, too, she discovered, hardened by hours of standing,
tennis, swimming. The light mat of hair



over his skin made her feel intensely feminine. She massaged his
calves, then couldn't resist the urge to

place a light kiss on the back of his knee. Phil's blood began to heat
in a body too drugged with pleasure to move. It gave her a curiously
warm feeling to rub his feet.

He worked much harder than she'd initially given him credit for, she
mused as she roamed slowly back up

his legs. He spent hours in the sun, on his feet, going over and over
the same shot until he'd reached the

perfection he strove for. And she had come to know that the film was
never far from his thoughts, even

during his free hours. Phillip Kincaid, she thought with a gentle smile,
was a very impressive man—with

much more depth than the glossy playboy the press loved to tattle
on. He'd earned her respect during the

time he'd been in Friendly, and she was growing uncomfortably
certain he'd earned something more

complex. She wouldn't think of it now. Perhaps she would have no
choice but to think of it after he'd gone.

But for now, he was here. That was enough.

With a sigh she bent low over his back to lay her cheek on his
shoulder. The need for him had crept into

her while she was unaware. Her pulse was pounding, and a thick
warmth, like heated honey, seemed to

flow through her veins.



"Phil." She moved her mouth to his ear. Her tongue traced it, slipping
inside to arouse him to wakefulness.

She heard his quiet groan as her heart began to beat jerkily. With her
teeth she pulled and tugged on the

lobe, then moved to experiment with the sensitive area just below. "I
want you," she murmured. Quickly she began to take her lips over
him with the same thorough care as her fingers. He seemed so pliant
as she

roamed over him that when a strong arm reached out to pull her
down, it took her breath away. Before she

could recover it, his mouth was on hers. His lips were soft and warm,
but the kiss was bruisingly potent. His tongue went deep to make an
avid search of moist recesses as his weight pressed her into the
mattress. He

took a quick, hungry journey across her face before he looked down
at her. There was nothing sleepy in his

expression. The look alone had her breath trembling. "My turn," he
whispered.

With nimble fingers he loosened the range of tiny buttons down the
front of her teddy. His lips followed, to send a trail of fire along the
newly exposed skin. The plunge of the V stopped just below her
navel. He

lingered there, savoring the soft, honey-hued flesh. Tory felt herself
swept through a hurricane of sensation to the heavy, waiting air of
the storm's eye. Phil's hands cupped her upper thighs, his thumbs
pressing

insistently where the thin silk rose high. Expertly he unhooked her
stockings, drawing them off slowly, his mouth hurrying to taste. Tory



moaned, bending her leg to help him as torment and pleasure
tangled. For

one heady moment his tongue lingered at the top of her thigh. With
his tongue he gently slipped beneath

the silk, making her arch in anticipation. His breath shot through the
material into the core of her. But he left her moist and aching to
come greedily back to her mouth. Tory met the kiss ardently,
dragging him

closer. She felt his body pound and pulse against hers with a need
no greater than her own. He found her

full bottom lip irresistible and nibbled and sucked gently. Tory knew a
passion so concentrated and volatile, she struggled under him to find
the ultimate release.

"Here," he whispered, moving down to the spot on her neck that
always drew him. "You taste like no one else," he murmured. Her
flavor seemed to tremble on the tip of his tongue. With a groan he let
his

voracious appetite take over.

Her breasts were hard, waiting for him. Slowly he moistened the tips
with his tongue, listening to her

shuddering breathing as he journeyed from one to the other—
teasing, circling, nibbling, until her

movements beneath him were abandoned and desperate. Passion
built to a delicious peak until he drew

her, hot and moist, into his mouth to suckle ravenously. She wasn't
aware when he slipped the teddy down

her shoulders, down her body, until she was naked to the waist. The
last lights of the sun poured into the



room like a dark red mist. It gave her skin an exotic cast that aroused
him further. He drew the silk lower and still lower, until it was lost in
the tangle of sheets.

Desperate, Tory reached for him. She heard Phil's sharp intake of
breath as she touched him, felt the

sudden, convulsive shudder. She wanted him now with an intensity
too strong to deny.

"More," he breathed, but was unable to resist as she drew him
closer.

"Now," she murmured, arching her hips to receive him.

Exhausted, they lay in silence as the first fingers of moonlight
flickered into the room. He knew he should move—his full weight
pushed Tory deep into the mattress. But they felt so right, flesh to
flesh, his mouth

nestled comfortably against her breast. Her fingers were in his hair,
tangling and stroking with a sleepy

gentleness. Time crept by easily—seconds to minutes without words
or the need for them. He could hear

her heartbeat gradually slow and level. Lazily he flicked his tongue
over a still-erect nipple and felt it harden even more.

"Phil," she moaned in weak protest.

He laughed quietly, enormously pleased that he could move her so
effortlessly. "Tired?" he asked, nibbling a moment longer.

"Yes." She gave a low groan as he began to toy with her other
breast. "Phil, I can't." Ignoring her, he brought his mouth to hers for
long, slow kisses while his hands continued to stroke. He had
intended only



to kiss her before taking his weight from her. Her lips were
unbearably soft and giving. Her breath

shuddered into him, rebuilding his passion with dizzying speed. Tory
told herself it wasn't possible as sleepy desire became a torrent of
fresh need.

Phil found new delight in the lines of her body, in the heady, just-
loved flavor of her skin. A softly glowing spark rekindled a flame. "I
want a retake," he murmured.

He took her swiftly, leaving them both staggered and damp and
clinging in a room speckled with moonlight.

"How do you feel?" Phil murmured later. She was close to his side,
one arm flung over his chest.

"Astonished."

He laughed, kissing her temple. "So do I. I guess our dinner got
cold."

"Mmm. What was it?" "I don't remember."

Tory yawned and snuggled against him. "That's always better cold
anyway." She knew with very little effort she could sleep for a week.
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"Not hungry?"

She considered a moment. "Is it something you have to chew?"

He grinned into the darkness. "Probably." "Uh-uh." She arched like a
contented cat when he ran a hand down her back. "Do you have to
get up early?" "Six."

Groaning, she shut her eyes firmly. "You're ruining your mystique,"
she told him. "Hollywood Casanovas don't get up at six."



He gave a snort of laughter. "They do if they've got a film to direct."

"I suppose when you leave, you'll still have a lot of work to do before
the film's finished." His frown mirrored hers, although neither was
aware of it. "There's still a lot to be shot in the studio, then the
editing...I wish there was more time."

She knew what he meant, and schooled her voice carefully. "We
both knew. I'll only be in town a few

weeks longer than you," she added. "I've got a lot of work to catch up
on in Albuquerque."

"It's lucky we're both comfortable with the way things are." Phil
stared up at the ceiling while his fingers continued to tangle in her
hair. "If we'd fallen in love, it would be an impossible situation."

"Yes," Tory murmured, opening her eyes to the darkness. "Neither of
us has the time for impossible situations." Chapter 10

Tory pulled up in front of the ranch house. Her mother's geraniums
were doing beautifully. White and pink plants had been
systematically placed between the more common red. The result
was an organized, well

tended blanket of color. Tory noted that the tear in the window screen
had been mended. As always, a few

articles of clothing hung on the line at the side of the house. She
dreaded going in. It was an obligation she never shirked but never
did easily. At least once a week she drove out to spend a strained
half hour with

her mother. Only twice since the film crew had come to Friendly had
her mother made the trip into town.

Both times she had dropped into Tory's office, but the visits had been
brief and uncomfortable for both



women. Time was not bridging the gap, only widening it. Normally,
Tory confined her trips to the ranch to

Sunday afternoons. This time, however, she had driven out a day
early in order to placate Phil. The thought caused her to smile. He'd
finally pressured her into agreeing to his "home movies." When he
had wound up the morning's shoot in town, he would bring out one of
the backup video cameras. Though she could hardly

see why it was so vital to him to put her on film, Tory decided it
wouldn't do any harm. And, she thought

wryly, he wasn't going to stop bringing it up until she agreed. So let
him have his fun. she concluded as she slipped from the car. She'd
enjoy the ride. From the corral the palomino whinnied fussily. He
pawed the

ground and pranced as Tory watched him. He knew, seeing Tory,
that there was a carrot or apple in it for

him, as well as a bracing ride. They were both aware that he could
jump the fence easily if he grew

impatient enough. As he reared, showing off for her, Tory laughed.

"Simmer down, Justice. You're going to be in the movies." She
hesitated a moment. It would be so easy to go to the horse, pamper
him a bit in return for his unflagging affection. There were no
complications or

undercurrents there. Her eyes drifted back to the house. With a sigh
she started up the walk. Upon entering, Tory caught the faint whiff of
bee's wax and lemon and knew her mother had recently polished the
floors.

She remembered the electric buffer her father had brought home
one day. Helen had been as thrilled as if



he'd brought her diamonds. The windows glittered in the sun without
a streak or speck. How does she do

it? Tory wondered, gazing around the spick-and-span room. How
does she stand spending each and every

day chasing dust? Could it really be all she wants out of life?

As far back as she could remember, she could recall her mother
wanting nothing more than to change

slipcovers or curtains. It was difficult for a woman who always looked
for angles and alternatives to

understand such placid acceptance. Perhaps it would have been
easier if the daughter had understood the

mother, or the mother the daughter. With a frustrated shake of her
head she wandered to the kitchen,

expecting to find Helen fussing at the stove.

The room was empty. The appliances winked, white and gleaming, in
the strong sunlight. The scent of

fresh-baked bread hovered enticingly in the air. Whom did she bake
it for? Tory demanded of herself, angry

without knowing why. There was no one there to appreciate it now—
no one to break off a hunk and grin as

he was scolded. Damn it, didn't she know that everything was
different now? Whirling away, Tory strode out

of the room.

The house was too quiet, she realized. Helen was certainly there.
The tired little compact was in its habitual place at the side of the
house. It occurred to Tory that her mother might be in one of the



outbuildings. But then, why hadn't she come out when she heard the
car drive up? Vaguely disturbed, Tory glanced up the

stairs. She opened her mouth to call, then stopped. Something
impelled her to move quietly up the steps. At the landing she
paused, catching some faint sound coming from the end of the hall.
Still moving softly, Tory walked down to the doorway of her parents'
bedroom. The door was only half closed. Pushing it open, Tory

stepped inside.

Helen sat on the bed in a crisp yellow housedress. Her blond hair
was caught back in a matching kerchief.

Held tight in her hands was one of Tory's father's work shirts. It was
a faded blue, frayed at the cuffs. Tory remembered it as his favorite,
one that Helen had claimed was fit only for a dust rag. Now she
clutched it

to her breast, rocking gently and weeping with such quiet despair
that Tory could only stare. She'd never

seen her mother cry. It had been her father whose eyes had misted
during her high school and college

graduations. It had been he who had wept with her when the dog
she had raised from a puppy had died.

Her mother had faced joy and sadness with equal restraint. But there
was no restraint in the woman Tory

saw now. This was a woman in the depths of grief, blind and deaf to
all but her own mourning. All anger,

all resentment, all sense of distance, vanished in one illuminating
moment. Tory felt her heart fill with

sympathy, her throat burn from her own grief.



"Mother."

Helen's head jerked up. Her eyes were glazed and confused as they
focused on Tory. She shook her head

as if in denial, then struggled to choke back the sobs.

"No, don't." Tory rushed to her, gathering her close. "Don't shut me
out." Helen went rigid in an attempt at composure, but Tory only held
her tighter. Abruptly, Helen collapsed, dropping her head on her
daughter's

shoulder and weeping without restraint. "Oh. Tory, Tory, why couldn't
it have been me?" With the shirt caught between them, Helen
accepted the comfort of her daughter's strong arms. "Not Will, never
Will. It should have been me."

"No, don't say that." Hot tears coursed down her face. "You mustn't
think that way. Dad wouldn't want you to.''

' 'All those weeks, those horrible weeks, in the hospital I prayed and
prayed for a miracle." She gripped Tory tighter, as if she needed
something solid to hang on to. "They said no hope. No hope. Oh,
God, I wanted to scream. He couldn't die without me...not without
me. That last night in the hospital before...!

went into his room. I begged him to show them they were wrong, to
come back. He was gone." She

moaned and would have slid down if Tory hadn't held her close.
"He'd already left me. I couldn't leave him lying there with that
machine. I couldn't do that, not to Will. Not to my Will."

"Oh, Mother." They rocked together, heads on each other's
shoulders. "I'm so sorry. I didn't know—I didn't think...I'm so sorry."

Helen breathed a long, shuddering sigh as her sobs quieted. "I didn't
know how to tell you or how to



explain. I'm not good at letting my feelings out. I knew how much you
loved your father," she continued.

"But I was too angry to reach out. I suppose I wanted you to lash out
at me. It made it easier to be strong, even though I knew I hurt you
more."

"That doesn't matter now."

"Tory—"

"No, it doesn't." Tory drew her mother back, looking into her tear-
ravaged eyes. ' 'Neither of us tried to understand the other that night.
We were both wrong. I think we've both paid for it enough now."

"I loved him so much." Helen swallowed the tremor in her voice and
stared down at the crumpled shirt still in her hand. "It doesn't seem
possible that he won't walk through the door again."

"I know. Every time I come in the house, I still look for him."

"You're so like him." Hesitantly, Helen reached up to touch her
cheek. "There's been times it's been hard for me even to look at you.
You were always his more than mine when you were growing up. My
fault," she

added before Tory could speak. "I was always a little awed by you."

"Awed?" Tory managed to smile.

"You were so smart, so quick, so demanding. I always wondered
how much I had to do with the forming of you. Tory"—she took her
hands, staring down at them a moment—"I never tried very hard to
get close to you. It's not my way."

"I know."

"It didn't mean that I didn't love you."



She squeezed Helen's hands. "I know that too. But it was always him
we looked at first."

"Yes." Helen ran a palm over the crumpled shirt. "I thought I was
coping very well," she said softly. "I was going to clean out the
closet. I found this, and... He loved it so. You can still see the little
holes where he'd pin his badge."

' 'Mother, it's time you got out of the house a bit, starting seeing
people again." When Helen started to shake her head, Tory gripped
her hands tighter. "Living again."

Helen glanced around the tidy room with a baffled smile. "This is all I
know how to do. All these years..."

"When I go back to Albuquerque, why don't you come stay with me a
while? You've never been over."

"Oh, Tory, I don't know."

"Think about it," she suggested, not wanting to push. "You might
enjoy watching your daughter rip a witness apart in cross-
examination."

Helen laughed, brushing the lingering tears briskly away. "I might at
that. Would you be offended if I said sometimes I worry about you
being alone—not having someone like your father to come home
to?"

"No." The sudden flash of loneliness disturbed her far more than the
words. "Everyone needs something different."

"Everyone needs someone, Tory," Helen corrected gently. "Even
you." Tory's eyes locked on her mother's a moment, then dropped
away. "Yes, I know. But sometimes the someone—'' She broke off,
distressed by the way her thoughts had centered on Phil. "There's
time for that," she said briskly. "I still have a lot of obligations, a lot of
things I want to do, before I commit myself...to anyone."



There was enough anxiety in Tory's voice to tell Helen that "anyone"
had a name. Feeling it was too soon to offer advice, she merely
patted Tory's hand. "Don't wait too long," she said simply. "Life has a
habit of moving quickly." Rising, she went to the closet again. The
need to be busy was too ingrained to allow her to sit for long. "I didn't
expect you today. Are you going to ride?"

"Yes." Tory pressed a hand down on her father's shirt before she
stood. "Actually I'm humoring the director of the film being shot in
town." Wandering to the window, she looked down to see Justice
pacing the corral restlessly. "He has this obsession with getting me
on film. I flatly refused to be an extra in his production, but I finally
agreed to let him shoot some while I rode Justice."

"He must be very persuasive," Helen commented.

Tory gave a quick laugh. "Oh, he's that all right."

"That's Marshall Kincaid's son," Helen stated, remembering. "Does
he favor his father?" With a smile Tory thought that her mother would
be more interested in the actor than the director. "Yes, actually he
does. The same rather aristocratic bone structure and cool blue
eyes." Tory saw the car kicking up dust on the road leading to the
ranch. "He's coming now, if you'd like to meet him."

"Oh, I..." Helen pressed her fingers under her eyes. "I don't think I'm
really presentable right now, Tory."

"All right," she said as she started toward the door. In the doorway
she hesitated a moment. "Will you be all right now?'

"Yes, yes, I'm fine. Tory..." She crossed the room to give her
daughter's cheek a brief kiss. Tory's eyes widened in surprise at the
uncharacteristic gesture. "I'm glad we talked. Really very glad." Phil
again stopped his car beside the corral. The horse pranced over to
hang his head over the fence, waiting for



attention. Leaving the camera in the backseat, Phil walked over to
pat the strong golden neck. He found the palomino avidly nuzzling at
his pockets.

"Hey!" With a half laugh he stepped out of range.

"He's looking for this." Holding a carrot in her hand, Tory came down
the steps.

"Your friend should be arrested for pickpocketing," Phil commented
as Tory drew closer. His smile of greeting faded instantly. "Tory..." He
took her shoulders, studying her face. "You've been crying," he said
in an odd voice.

"I'm fine." Turning, she held out the carrot, letting the horse pluck in
from her hand.

"What's wrong?" he insisted, pulling her back to him again. "What
happened?"

"It was my mother."

"Is she ill?" he demanded quickly.

"No." Touched by the concern in his voice, Tory smiled. "We talked,"
she told him, then let out a long sigh.

"We really talked, probably for the first time in twenty-seven years."
There was something fragile in the look as she lifted her eyes to his.
He felt much as he had the day in the cemetery—protective and
strong.

Wordlessly he drew her into the circle of his arms. "Are you okay?"

"Yes, I'm fine." She closed her eyes as her head rested against his
shoulder. "Really fine. It's going to be so much easier now."

"I'm glad." Tilting her face to his, he kissed her softly. "If you don't
feel like doing this today—"



"No you don't, Kincaid," she said with a quick grin.

"You claimed you were going to immortalize me, so get on with it."

"Go fix your face first, then." He pinched her chin. "I'll set things up."
She turned away to comply, but called back over her shoulder.
"There's not going to be any of that 'Take two' business. You'll have
to get it right the first time."

He enjoyed her hoot of laughter before he reached into the car for
the camera and recorder. Later, Tory

scowled at the apparatus. "You said film," she reminded him. "You
didn't say anything about sound."

"It's tape," he corrected, expertly framing her. "Just saddle the
horse."

"You're arrogant as hell when you play movies, Kincaid." Without
fuss Tory slipped the bit into the palomino's mouth. Her movements
were competent as she hefted the saddle onto the horse's back. She
was

a natural, he decided. No nerves, no exaggerated gestures for the
benefit of the camera. He wanted her to

talk again. Slowly he circled around for a new angle. ' 'Going to have
dinner with me tonight?"

"I don't know." Tory considered as she tightened the cinches. "That
cold steak you fed me last night wasn't very appetizing."

"Tonight I'll order cold cuts and beer," he suggested. "That way it
won't matter when we get to it." Tory sent him a grin over her
shoulder. "It's a deal."

"You're a cheap date, Sheriff."



"Uh-uh," she disagreed, turning to him while she wrapped a
companionable arm around the horse's neck.

"I'm expecting another bottle of that French champagne very soon.
Why don't you let me play with the

camera now and you can stand next to the horse?" "Mount up."

Tory lifted a brow. "You're one tough cookie, Kincaid." Grasping the
saddle horn, Tory swung into the saddle in one lazy movement. "And
now?"

"Head out, the direction you took the first time I saw you ride. Not too
far," he added. "When you come back, keep it at a gallop. Don't pay
any attention to the camera. Just ride."

"You're the boss," she said agreeably. "For the moment." With a kick
of her heels Tory sent the palomino west at a run.

She felt the exhilaration instantly. The horse wanted speed, so Tory
let him have his head as the hot air

whipped at her face and hair. As before, she headed toward the
mountains. There was no need to escape

this time, but only a pleasure in moving fast. The power and strength
below her tested her skill. Zooming in on her, Phil thought she rode
with understated flare. No flash, just confidence. Her body hardly
seemed to

move as the horse pounded up dust. It almost seemed as though the
horse led her, but something in the

way she sat, in the way her face was lifted, showed her complete
control. When she turned, the horse

danced in place a moment, still anxious to run. He tossed his head,
lifting his front feet off the ground in challenge. Over the still, silent



air, Phil heard Tory laugh. The sound of it sent shivers down his
spine.

Magnificent, he thought, zooming in on her as close as the lens
would allow. She was absolutely

magnificent. She wasn't looking toward him. Obviously she had no
thoughts about the camera focused on

her. Her face was lifted to the sun and the sky as she controlled the
feisty horse with apparent ease. When she headed back, she started
at a loping gallop that built in speed.

The palomino's legs gathered and stretched, sending up a plume of
dirt in their wake. Behind them was a

barren land of little more than rock and earth with the mountains
harsh in the distance. She was Eve, Phil

thought. The only woman. And if this Eve's paradise was hard and
desolate, she ruled it in her own style.

Once, as if remembering he was there, Tory looked over, full into the
camera. With her face nearly filling

the lens, she smiled. Phil felt his palms go damp. If a man had a
woman like that, he realized abruptly, he'd need nothing and no one
else. The only woman, he thought again, then shook his head as if to
clear it.

With a quick command and a tug on the reins, Tory brought the
horse to a stop. Automatically she leaned

forward to pat his neck. "Well, Hollywood?" she said lazily.

Knowing he wasn't yet in complete control, Phil kept the camera
trained on her. "Is that the best you can do?"

She tossed her hair behind her head. "What did you have in mind?"



"No fancy tricks?" he asked, moving around the horse to vary the
angle. Tory looked down on him with tolerant amusement. "If you
want to see someone stand on one foot in the saddle, go to the
circus."

' 'We could set up a couple of small jumps—if you can handle it."

As she ruffled the palomino's blond mane, she gave a snort of
laughter. ' T thought you wanted me to ride,

not win a blue ribbon." Grinning, she turned the horse around. "But
okay," she said obligingly. At an easy lope she went for the corral
fence. The horse took the four feet in a long, powerful glide. "Will
that do?" she asked as she doubled back and rode past.

"Again," Phil demanded, going down on one knee. With a shrug Tory
took the horse over the fence again.

Lowering his camera for the first time, Phil shaded his eyes and
looked up at her. "If he can do that, how do you keep him in?"

"He knows a good thing when he's got it," Tory stated, letting the
palomino prance a bit while she rubbed his neck. "He's just showing
off for the camera. Is that a wrap, Kincaid?" Lifting the camera again,
he aimed it at her. "Is that all you can do?"

"Well..." Tory considered a moment, then sent him a slow smile.
"How about this?" Keeping one hand loosely on the reins, she
started to unbutton her blouse.

"I like it."

After three buttons she paused, catching her tongue between her
teeth. "I don't want you to lose your G

rating," she decided. Swinging a leg over the saddle, she slid to the
ground.



"This is a private film," he reminded her. "The censors'11 never see
it." She laughed, but shook her head.

"Fade out," she suggested, loosening the horse's girth. "Put your toy
away, Kincaid," she told him as he circled around the horse, still
taping.

"Look at me a minute." With a half smile Tory complied. "God, that
face," he muttered. "One way or the other, I'm going to get it on the
screen."

"Forget it." Tory lifted the saddle to balance it on the fence. "Unless
you start videotaping court cases."

"I can be persistent."

"I can be stubborn," she countered. At her command the palomino
trotted back into the corral. After loading the equipment back in the
car, Phil turned to gather Tory in his arms. Without a word their
mouths met in

long, mutual pleasure. "If there was a way," he murmured as he
buried his face in her hair,

"to have a few days away from here, alone..."

Tory shut her eyes, feeling the stir...and the ache. "Obligations, Phil,"
she said quietly. "We both have a job to do."

He wanted to say the hell with it, but knew he couldn't. Along with
the obligations was the agreement they

had made at the outset. ' 'If I called ." < going to immortalize me, so
get on with it."

"Go fix your face first, then." He pinched her chin. "I'll set things up."
She turned away to comply, but called back over her shoulder.
"There's not going to be any of that 'Take two' business. You'll have
to get it right the first time."



He enjoyed her hoot of laughter before he reached into the car for
the camera and recorder. Later, Tory

scowled at the apparatus. "You said film," she reminded him. "You
didn't say anything about sound."

"It's tape," he corrected, expertly framing her. "Just saddle the
horse."

"You're arrogant as hell when you play movies, Kincaid." Without
fuss Tory slipped the bit into the palomino's mouth. Her movements
were competent as she hefted the saddle onto the horse's back. She
was

a natural, he decided. No nerves, no exaggerated gestures for the
benefit of the camera. He wanted her to

talk again. Slowly he circled around for a new angle. ' 'Going to have
dinner with me tonight?"

"I don't know." Tory considered as she tightened the cinches. "That
cold steak you fed me last night wasn't very appetizing."

"Tonight I'll order cold cuts and beer," he suggested. "That way it
won't matter when we get to it." Tory sent him a grin over her
shoulder. "It's a deal."

"You're a cheap date, Sheriff."

"Uh-uh," she disagreed, turning to him while she wrapped a
companionable arm around the horse's neck.

"I'm expecting another bottle of that French champagne very soon.
Why don't you let me play with the

camera now and you can stand next to the horse?" "Mount up."

Tory lifted a brow. "You're one tough cookie, Kincaid." Grasping the
saddle horn, Tory swung into the saddle in one lazy movement. "And



now?"

"Head out, the direction you took the first time I saw you ride. Not too
far," he added. "When you come back, keep it at a gallop. Don't pay
any attention to the camera. Just ride."

"You're the boss," she said agreeably. "For the moment." With a kick
of her heels Tory sent the palomino west at a run.

She felt the exhilaration instantly. The horse wanted speed, so Tory
let him have his head as the hot air

whipped at her face and hair. As before, she headed toward the
mountains. There was no need to escape

this time, but only a pleasure in moving fast. The power and strength
below her tested her skill. Zooming in on her, Phil thought she rode
with understated flare. No flash, just confidence. Her body hardly
seemed to

move as the horse pounded up dust. It almost seemed as though the
horse led her, but something in the

way she sat, in the way her face was lifted, showed her complete
control. When she turned, the horse

danced in place a moment, still anxious to run. He tossed his head,
lifting his front feet off the ground in challenge. Over the still, silent
air, Phil heard Tory laugh. The sound of it sent shivers down his
spine.

Magnificent, he thought, zooming in on her as close as the lens
would allow. She was absolutely

magnificent. She wasn't looking toward him. Obviously she had no
thoughts about the camera focused on

her. Her face was lifted to the sun and the sky as she controlled the
feisty horse with apparent ease. When she headed back, she started



at a loping gallop that built in speed.

The palomino's legs gathered and stretched, sending up a plume of
dirt in their wake. Behind them was a

barren land of little more than rock and earth with the mountains
harsh in the distance. She was Eve, Phil

thought. The only woman. And if this Eve's paradise was hard and
desolate, she ruled it in her own style.

Once, as if remembering he was there, Tory looked over, full into the
camera. With her face nearly filling

the lens, she smiled. Phil felt his palms go damp. If a man had a
woman like that, he realized abruptly, he'd need nothing and no one
else. The only woman, he thought again, then shook his head as if to
clear it.

With a quick command and a tug on the reins, Tory brought the
horse to a stop. Automatically she leaned

forward to pat his neck. "Well, Hollywood?" she said lazily.

Knowing he wasn't yet in complete control, Phil kept the camera
trained on her. "Is that the best you can do?"

She tossed her hair behind her head. "What did you have in mind?"

"No fancy tricks?" he asked, moving around the horse to vary the
angle. Tory looked down on him with tolerant amusement. "If you
want to see someone stand on one foot in the saddle, go to the
circus."
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