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If the moon hadn’t been full, Mara Curtis might have stayed in her beloved home at the edge of the desert. But the warm Southern California night called. She was out of ice cream; that was enough reason to go for a drive. After giving her Doberman, Lobo, fresh water, she slid behind the wheel of her aged but reliable Corvette, rolled down the window to let in the breeze and brought the vehicle to life. San Diego lay ahead.

The Corvette responded, sharing its energy with her, encouraging her to crank up the sound. Salt-tinged air teased her senses and danced over her bare arms, making her feel like a sixteen-year-old with a brand-new driver’s license. How could anyone not love life!

Thirty minutes later, mindful of her gas bill, she pulled into a nearly empty supermarket parking lot. After wandering up and down the frozen-food aisle before selecting double chocolate with nuts, she went back outside. As she passed from the supermarket’s neon light into the shadows that separated her from her car, she sent out a silent message to her family. She hoped they could take a minute from the pace of hitting five races in a little over a week to smell the air, to acknowledge the moon.

Someone, a man, was collecting abandoned shopping carts. Mara tucked her purchase in the crook of her arm and stabbed at her back pocket for her car keys.

The man lunged. She sensed the movement, but even her reflexes were no defense against the suddenness of the attack. Before she could do anything except draw a half breath, his arm cinched around her neck, hauling her tight against him. She felt sharp metal against her cheek.

“Not a sound, lady. Got me? Not a sound.”

Mara finished inhaling, a natural movement, a pocket of sanity in a suddenly insane world. He had a knife. He was powerful. Her ice cream lay at her feet. Those things she could concentrate on.

“Good. Nice and quiet. You want to live, don’t you?”

What? Mara waited, her mind and muscles leached of every strength they’d ever known. She couldn’t remember how to take another breath on the tail of the last one.

“I asked you something. You wanna live, don’t you?”

They were alone; there wasn’t another soul in the parking lot. “Y-yes.”

“Yeah. Yeah. That’s right, bitch. Nice car you’ve got. I’ve been watching it for you. Keeping it safe.” The man laughed. “You and me, we’re going for a ride.”

No!

He had to push her to get her started toward the Corvette. Off balance, she stumbled, taking a breath in the process. The night air felt hot in her lungs. The man’s belt buckle poked her. A scream clawed at her throat. This wasn’t happening. Not on a July night in sprawling San Diego. Any moment now the lights would go on and the movie would be over.

“You drive.”

That Mara could do. In her sleep. Or she could have if the man didn’t still have his arm locked against her throat, forcing her to grip his knotted forearm to keep from falling. The knife—she could see its hazy outline—was huge...something Daniel Boone would use to battle a bear.

“Where’s your keys?”

Keys? Why wasn’t her brain working? “In my pocket.” 

“Then get them out.” The arm around her neck tightened. Somehow Mara managed to obey. The key almost slipped from her numb fingers. For an instant white-hot fury exploded through her, but she killed the useless emotion.

“Sweet car you got there, lady. Your boyfriend give it to you?”

Before Mara could decide whether the man expected an answer, he’d opened the passenger door, shoved her in and followed so close there wasn’t a half second in which to plan an escape. She dumped her lean frame in the bucket seat, pulling her legs over the gearshift as she did. She stared ahead, hands on the wheel. The wheel represented strength and untapped power. Next to her the man laughed.

“I watched you.” His voice sounded as if he’d been abusing his lungs with cigarettes for years. “Watched you drive in here. This is one hot car. I figured only a whore would be driving it. I was right.”

“What—what do you want?”

“To go for a ride.” The man drew the knife slowly from Mara’s ear down to her elbow and then up again. He stopped with the tip poking against her sleeveless T-shirt. “For starters.”

If only she could stop shaking. If only she could think.

“You know how to drive. Do it.”

The Corvette’s masterful hum soothed her. This was right; she belonged behind the wheel of a car. With its power at her fingertips, she could make a stab at thinking. Mara pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. Because the man hadn’t said where he wanted to go, and she wasn’t going to speak to him any more than she had to, she headed west. Aimlessly.

The man amused himself by running the knife tip from her elbow to her shoulder and back again. Tickling. An agony of sensation. An invitation to madness. As each stroke was completed, she prayed. This time he’d stop. This time he wouldn’t begin the terrifying upward swipe again. But he always did. And she always  jumped.

She felt fear. And hate. A hate she could taste.

What did he look like? She’d get away. When he was done with her, she’d run to the police and tell them— she started to turn toward him. Before the gesture was finished, he slammed his fist into her jaw. “No you don’t. I’m the one who’ll do the looking.”

The lesson stuck. She’d stare at the night. And she wouldn’t let him know he’d made her bite her tongue.

“Hot these days. Makes a person want to go without clothes.” The knife dipped lower. Touched Mara’s thigh. Made her jump despite the denim. “I bet a whore like you...I bet you sleep in the raw.”

She didn’t have to look at the man to know he was staring at her breasts. She clenched her teeth until her jaw ached, despising him. If they were in traffic she’d run a red light, maybe catch a cop’s attention. But they had the residential streets to themselves. No matter what she made the car do, only she would know. She and this animal.

“Where do you live?”

“What?”

“I said, where do you live? You got a roommate?”

Think. Damn it, think! “A husband. My husband’s waiting for me.”

“Liar. You aren’t married.”

With the knife against her thigh, Mara could only keep her gaze on where she was going. That and plan how she was going to stay alive. “Yes I am.”

“No, you ain’t. No man would let his whore drive like this at night. You’re cruising, lady. Married broads don’t cruise.”

“I went after ice cream.” Why was she saying anything?

“But you got me.” The man laughed. “Yeah, this is some fine car. Who bought it? Your sugar daddy?”

“No.”

“Who then? Maybe your pimp. Is that it?” The knife was no longer poking into her thigh. He began inching it upward, this time running the weapon along her rib cage, over her right breast. Her vision dimmed and a scream threatened to escape. But the last time she’d screamed was five years ago; she wouldn’t tonight.

“Nah,” the man amended. “Woman who looks like you. She don’t spend her days sleeping ’cause she worked all night.” The knife made another circle. “A lifeguard. That’s it. They sure as hell must pay lifeguards more than I thought they did.”

Mara dismissed the words. If she wanted to get out of this alive, she had to act.

Soon.

“Tell you what.” Another circle with the knife. “You’re going to open up this baby and show me what it can do. But now—” The man laughed; Mara smelled stale cigarette. “Now it’s time for us to get to know each other.”

He’s going to rape me.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Lights. Lights from approaching cars. She’d swerve into one of them. They weren’t going fast; no one would be killed. She’d sacrifice the Corvette. If the knife was wrenched from the man, if she braced herself and he slammed against the dash, she’d be free.

No. She couldn’t risk anyone’s life. A telephone pole? Maybe a tree. Why couldn’t she think?

“I asked a question. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“What?”

“What are you? Stupid? If you want to get through this alive, you’re going to give me the answer I want.” The knife tip was at the base of her throat putting an end to thoughts of swerving. Any move he didn’t expect and he’d plunge the knife into her. “I said—you’d like crawling between the sheets with me.”

No!

He applied pressure. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Y-yes.” Revulsion turned her sweat to ice. This wasn’t her. She’d never agree to anything like that, but she wanted to go on living. “Yes.”

“That’s what I thought.” He backed off on the pressure. Not enough to allow her a sense of freedom, but enough that she could believe she hadn’t, yet, come to the end of her life. “There’s a place. Yeah. There’s a place.”

As the man gave directions, Mara fought down the bile that rose on the tail of the words she’d been forced to say. He ordered her to drive out of the city and head toward Sunset Cliffs. It would be desolate out there.

Silent.

Her thoughts raced in one direction and then another, bashing against dead ends. She could reach out, grab the door handle, leap out—and splatter her body against pavement. She could wait until they came to another stop and then, before he could stop her, bolt into the night. No. At every intersection he pressed the knife into her ribs.

“You’re going to like this. I know how to make things right for a whore. ”

Mara shut down; she wouldn’t listen. She could, if she had no choice, pretend to go along with him. He might grow careless. He might put down his weapon. If she could reach it, she’d use it.

“I’m talking to you.” The knife broke through nylon and nicked the skin over her rib cage.

“I—I didn’t hear you.”

“Damn you! I’m offering you the best night of your life, but you don’t know it.”

“Why? What have I—”

“What have you done? Right place at the right time, lady. Plus, you turn me on, and I turn you on. I want to hear you say it.”

“You want what?”

The knife found its previous home at the base of Mara’s throat. “I want you to say I turn you on. Say it.”

Not again! She couldn’t say those things again!

“I won’t ask again,” he rasped.

There was pressure. Pressure and pain and blood trickling downward. It was a nick, just enough to let her know he wasn’t going to accept silence. “You—” No. She couldn’t jerk away. If she did, she might lose control and they were going too fast. “You turn me on.”

“Tonight’s going to be the best night of your life.”

With the knife tip against her flesh, Mara managed the hated words. “Tonight’s going to be the best night of my life.”

The man laughed as the Corvette cut through the night. He continued to talk, now about other women he’d done this to. How they all had loved it. How Mara was going to have a night to remember. How the only way for her to come out of it alive was to make him happy.

Mara understood one thing—unless she found a way to gain control, tonight she was going to be raped and perhaps murdered. Strangely she was grateful now that the rules were clear-cut. It was her against this man who clung to the shadows. Only her. Only him.

“There. Pull over there.”

Rocks surrounded the deserted road. How had they gotten away from civilization so quickly? But maybe she’d been driving for hours. Mara did as she was told and waited for the half second that was all she wanted out of life.

“Party time.” The man reached out, gripped her jaw and pulled her head around. His hands felt like neglected leather; his features were cloaked in shadows. “You want to party?”

Mara knew what he wanted to hear; she couldn’t give it to him.

The hand holding her jaw turned into a weapon, fast and decisive. When he hit her, Mara again bit her tongue. Her cheek flamed and went numb. “This is party time, bitch. I do what I want, when I want.” He held the knife in front of her, bringing it within a whisper of her face and then lower. Mara thought he was going to touch her throat or breast again. Instead he slipped hot steel under the shirt at the shoulder and pulled upward, slicing the fabric. “Party time.”

He was leaning away, reaching for the door handle, holding the knife in the air. Laughing. She stared into the night. Thought. Death now or when he was done with her. Everything boiled down to that.

The hell it did! The moment she heard his door open, she gathered herself, wrenched her own door handle, and rammed herself against the barrier.

She landed on her shoulder and arm but sprang to her feet before the pain registered. She ran into the night, embracing it, needing it as she’d never needed anything. He was a few steps behind, his voice ragged and hard as he screamed obscenities. She sensed him clawing after her, felt the horror he represented. If she stumbled— No! She wouldn’t fall, not if she wanted to live.

Thirty seconds passed, then a minute. Her heart pounded; her breath came in terrified gasps. She couldn’t see where she was going, but it didn’t matter. Nothing did except pitting her long legs against the animal’s rage. Was he gaining? Was the noise she was making blocking out what she needed to know? After another minute, she ordered herself to hold her breath, to listen.

She heard the ocean, only the ocean.
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Chapter Two
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Reed Steward sat in the Harbor Island Police Department. According to what he’d been told, the Harbor Island department was tightly run. Much of that reputation was due to the tenacity of the man across from him.

Captain Bistron hung up the phone for the second time since Reed had walked in. 

“It’s crazy, I tell you. I don’t care what anyone says. The moon brings them out of the woodwork.”

Reed smiled, at least as much of a smile as was in him. He was knotted with concern, but he knew better than to let it show. Tonight was for collecting facts. Tomorrow would be for action, for putting out for the man who’d done everything for him. He shifted position, accepting that his 198 pounds and six-feet-one-inch frame didn’t belong in molded plastic chairs. “You’re sure it’s organized crime?”

“You aren’t?”

“Right now I’m leaving every option open.”

“Hmm. What happened to Jack Weston last week, is this a first for you people?”

“It’s the first time we’ve had an attempted murder.” Reed ground out the words. The National Automotive Theft Bureau which paid his salary had given the San Diego police his file. What the captain didn’t know was that because it was Jack who was trapped in a hospital, this wasn’t just another assignment. His best friend—his only true friend—had nearly been killed.

“Attempted murder. Yeah. We can’t call it anything else. Will you tell me why a Lotus Turbo is worth a man’s life?”

Reed shook his head. “What we’re up against is more than just stealing. The Lotus was hauled out of a locked garage. And unloading one of those takes specialized contacts. That means organization and ruthlessness.”

“Bingo. We aren’t talking stupid kids.” The captain ignored the buzzing intercom. “Look. About what happened. I’m sorry. Weston’s car being rammed—”

“Jack was hurt because something went wrong.”

“And you want to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Reed leaned forward, his entire being focused on this moment. He needed the captain to understand that this was something he couldn’t and wouldn’t walk away from. “Jack and I go back a long way. That stubborn old man took an angry, confused kid and pointed him in the right direction. I owe him more than I’ll ever be able to repay.”

“But finding out who tried to kill him and putting that person or persons out of business is one way of settling the score. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”

Reed nodded, then glanced out at what he could see of the police station beyond the glass walls. The booking sergeant was talking to a bail bondsman. Next to him a policewoman pecked at a computer. Two cops were hunched over forms. Five or six citizens waited. To an outsider, the scene would probably be both fascinating and foreign. To Reed, it represented a starting point for his own agenda.

“Don’t let dedication get in the way of good sense. I need you doing your job, not in the hospital next to your friend.”

“I’ve been at this business long enough to know better,” Reed said as a young man and a disheveled woman entered the station. “What can you give me?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. Mostly opinions and a handful of facts you might already have.”

The words registered on an unconscious level but the newcomers commanding the captain’s attention held Reed’s interest as well. The woman was struggling to hold her sleeveless top together. The teenager near her looked as if he desperately wanted to walk back out the way he’d come.

A glass wall and a closed door separated Reed from the action, but he sensed drama. The woman with short, dark, tangled hair stood almost as tall as the teenager holding on to a motorcycle helmet. Her shoulders were broad, her legs long enough for a marathon runner. Yet there was a sunken quality to her, and she seemed to be alone in the crowded room. “Tough,” he said.

“What?”

“That woman. She looks like she’s had a rough time.”

“It happens every day around here. More times than I can keep track of, unfortunately.” The captain upended the soft drink can he’d been sipping. “Would you like to take a drive? I thought we’d start by getting you oriented. I’ll show you where Weston was found.”

Despite the reference to Jack, Reed didn’t take his attention off the woman. He made note of a bleeding  wound at the base of her throat. Her left arm and elbow were scraped. She shivered. “It’s a place to start. You’ve heard rumors?”

“Maybe.” Captain Bistron frowned at his empty can. “What we’re guessing is that most of the cars are being shipped out of the area. Probably in the back of some rig after they’ve been stripped. Without a VIN, tracing them is all but impossible. We can’t stop every truck that leaves the area.”

“We need to put out some bait.”

“That’s what Weston said. You know how to do that?” The captain started to say more, but was distracted as the policewoman poked her head into his office.

“It’s too soon to be sure,” she said, “but it might be that slime with the knife. The supermarket abductor. I need to get more from our victim, but I thought you’d like to know.”

Captain Bistron nodded. “How’s she doing?”

“Scared.”

“Does she need counseling for rape?”

“It sounds like she got away before that happened.” The policewoman glanced back to where the woman with the torn shirt and big, wounded eyes waited. “That’s one gutsy lady. She wasn’t going to go down without a fight.”

“That or get herself killed.” As the intercom buzzed again, Captain Bistron dismissed the policewoman and turned toward Reed. “I’ll be right with you. Damn phones. I hate them.”

The call, Reed gathered, was personal. Partly because he wanted to give the captain privacy and partly because he was drawn to the newcomer, he left Bistron’s office. The woman was still shaking and speaking in the measured tones of someone who took self-control one breath at a time.

“I don’t know what I would have done if this young man hadn’t come along.” She nodded at the teenage motorcyclist. “I know I scared him, but I was determined to get out of there.”

“I’m just glad I was around,” the teenager said.

“Me too.” The woman’s laugh was unnaturally loud. She held out hands that contrasted with her soft curves. Her fingers were sinew and bone; rangy muscle stood out on her scraped forearm. “I haven’t felt this way since I couldn’t find my mother at Indy.”

“Indy? What were you doing there?” the policewoman asked as she touched a dampened paper towel to the mark at the other woman’s throat.

“My father was racing there. You said you had questions. Are there photographs I should be looking at?”

“We’ll get to that. Is there someone you’d like to have here? It might make this easier.”

“I can’t think. Maybe— Can I make a call?”

Captain Bistron was still busy on the phone. Reed stepped closer, pulling change from his pocket so he’d have a reason to go to the soft-drink machine the woman was leaning against. Her long arms were now wrapped around her slender middle. Someone had given her a safety pin to hold her top together. The fabric hung submissively. She was tall enough that the word fragile shouldn’t describe her, yet this jean-clad woman, standing in the middle of a police station, carried an air of delicacy. A quick movement, a sudden sound might strip her of what self-control she’d managed to hold on to. The look she gave Reed as he dropped coins into the machine was guarded.

Reed doubted she’d remember him. But he wouldn’t forget. For one of the few times in his life, he wouldn’t try to shake off someone else’s emotion. Her eyes were green, without end to their depth.

“If you’re up to it, I’d like to get this down now,” the policewoman said. “While everything’s fresh in your mind. I know you’re concerned about your car.”

“If he’s done anything to it—” The woman ran her hand over tangled hair. “He wouldn’t let me look at him. The things he said. His voice—”

“You remember his voice?”

“For the rest of my life. It was dark. I didn’t see him clearly. But his voice...”

“That might help.” The policewoman indicated a nearby chair and waited until the woman sank into it. “Look, what happened to you tonight makes Friday the 13th look like a Disney movie. I’ll ask questions. If there’s one you don’t feel ready to answer, or you want to wait until you get someone here, we’ll come back to it. It’s natural to be afraid, even in here.”

“Afraid? I’m mad, but I’m not scared.”

She was lying. How he knew that, Reed couldn’t say. He understood procedure. Steps. Logic. Intuition wasn’t part of his nature. He’d never allowed it to be. But tonight it was as if he were being allowed access to this woman’s thoughts. “Don’t fight what you’re feeling,” the policewoman said. “Accept your emotions.”

“I want to do what needs doing. Try to remember everything. Help solve... then I want to go home.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure?”

“There’s a sense of security that comes from being surrounded by cops. When you go home that’ll change. You’ll feel vulnerable, exposed. Let people know what you’re experiencing.”

“If he’s done anything to the Corvette—”

“Then we’ll go after him together. I could die for something that’d make every other car eat my dust. But when there’s an orthodontist to support... Look. I don’t know if you’ve thought about this, but—”

“What?”

“He got more than your car. He has your purse.”

“I don’t care about the money.”

“He knows your name. Your address.”

The muscles in the woman’s neck became taut cords. He wanted to say something, anything, but he didn’t have the words. All he had was a feeling. A need to stay close until he could no longer detect what was pooling inside her, threatening to spill over. Until he came up with something that might help her.

By the time the captain joined him, Reed had remembered his soft drink. He shook off the sound of the woman’s voice as she responded to the policewoman’s questions. Still, her body language continued to send out messages. She was feeling things she’d never felt before, trying not to acknowledge them. Gut-level fear still ricocheted through her. She wouldn’t soon escape the emotion.

Reed wished he was the one to help her understand that, and to regain the strength he sensed was usually as natural to her as breathing. He longed to see her whole.
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“Mission Bay has been particularly hard hit,” Captain Bistron explained as they left the police parking lot. “That and the shopping centers where we’re headed. People with money come to those places in cars that cost more than I make in a year. And when they’re ripped off, we hear about it. If the average family loses their suv, they call their insurance company. We add the wagon to the stack. Sometimes we get lucky, but most people reconcile themselves to the fact that having a car stolen is part of life. When a professional athlete, bank president, or high-priced engineer has a hundred-thousand dollars’ worth of status stolen, he demands action. That’s why we contacted you guys. We don’t have the manpower for this kind of investigation, and there’s no putting this on the back burner.”

Despite his long day, Reed was alert. Nothing had been said, but he understood. Like the local police, Jack had felt the pressure. That’s why he’d put his life on the line, and had nearly lost it. “You’re getting a lot of heat?”

“Plenty. That sort of thing makes the papers. And makes us look bad.”

“People expect miracles when there aren’t any to be had. Look, like I said, I need everything you can give me. I’m starting almost at point zero.”

“I know, and I wish there was more. One thing, they know what they’re doing. I don’t trust anyone who’s involved with automobiles. Sales, bodywork, detailing, anything.”

“Whoever we’re up against is after cars that can be sold black-market. Cars that bring in big money and can’t be traced.”

“You want some facts? In the past thirty days, seventeen automobiles worth at least seventy-thousand dollars have disappeared.”

Reed whistled. “You said you knew a few things.”

“Damn few, mostly conjecture. We figure this ring’s new. We’ve had surveillance on the usual places. Wrecking yards, parts shops. If any of those are involved, we haven’t made a connection. I’ve heard rumors about connections that go beyond San Diego. I passed that onto your co-worker. Nothing specific, I’m afraid.” The captain activated on his turn signal then went down a side street. “Like I told him, right now I suspect everyone and anyone connected with autos.”

Reed tried to digest that particular piece of information. Certainly what the captain said made sense. There weren’t enough lights on this narrow street. The dark reached out, touched him, reminded him of eyes without end to their depth.

“About what happened to that woman earlier tonight, the one who came into the station just before we left. Something was said about a supermarket abductor.”

“For lack of a better name. If that’s who grabbed her, that makes her the fourth. The other three didn’t get off as easily.”

Reed’s stomach knotted. “They were killed?”

“Raped. And beaten. They were attacked at night and so scared we haven’t gotten much of a description. The man’s good at intimidation. Hopefully, because this one got away before any physical damage was done, she’ll be more helpful. Night before last, a couple of our officers spotted what could have been one of the thefts—someone trying to get into a Caddy. Whoever it was jumped back into their vehicle and took off. The officers pursued. They were shot at.”

Reed grunted. “Anyone hurt?”

“Fortunately, no but the suspects put a hole in the squad car’s windshield. Missed one of my men by inches. What I’m saying is, that’s the way these guys operate. Forcing Weston off the road, running him into that telephone pole, they knew exactly what they were doing.”

What did his superiors at the bureau call him? A pro. A trained operative. He was those things all right. This time, because Jack was involved, he was also a man with a debt to pay. “I’ll be careful.”

“In what way?”

“Starting Monday I’ll be taking lessons in survival driving via an advanced driving skills school.”

“Yeah. If it was me, I’d want that edge myself. These thefts have to stop.”

“That’s the other reason I’m taking the course. There’s a possibility I’ll hear something while I’m there. Whoever’s running the school must know the local auto scene.” 

“You have a point about that school maybe being a contact. In a way I envy you. You don’t have the public looking over your shoulder. You call your own shots. Do what you know needs doing. Of course, there’s danger.”

“What happened to Jack—it’s a first for the bureau.”

“That’s what you said. Look, do you want to see where we found him?”

“I don’t want to, but I have to.” Reed clenched his jaw, adding to the tension already in him. He had to concentrate, learn, start formulating plans. He’ bury himself in this case, for Jack.

That was the only thing that mattered.
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Chapter Three
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“Are you all right?”

Mara stared out her kitchen window at the desert where she both lived and worked. The plants nestled in their pottery and wicker baskets along the sill cut down on her view, but she had never denied her need for greenery, for a feeling of life. The Curtis School of High-Performance Driving would soon come to life, but for a few more minutes only the wind kept her and Clint Archer company.

“Better. Much better,” she told him.

“Yeah? You aren’t getting any backlash?”

“It’s my home. Nothing’s going to change how I feel about it.”

“I hope not. You might not want me to say it. I know I don’t. But you aren’t going to feel as secure in it now.”

It was hard to remember Clint was only twenty-two. He’d signed on with her right after high school and had weathered the early days of the business with her. She paid his salary, but they were close friends, too. “Maybe not right now. But soon. All I want is for things to get back to normal. Thanks for coming out with me.”

“No more thank-yous. I’ve heard that about a hundred times.”

“I’m sure you have.” She remembered how to smile. It didn’t come easy, and it might not fool Clint, but she gave it a try. “Being able to stay with you— It kept me from going crazy.”

“I know you. You would have survived. I just wish we could get a locksmith out here before tomorrow. Your wallet. House keys. When I think of that creep having them, it gives me the chills. I’m shook, and it didn’t happen to me. If you think you have to explain what you’re going through, you’re crazy.”

Clint was wrong; he didn’t understand everything because she hadn’t told him more than she needed to. There was no way she could repeat the things she’d been forced to say to appease that monster. The degradation that had caused preyed on her as much as knowing the man could find her and, until the new locks were put in, might walk in her door. That was what they were doing here this morning, making sure he hadn’t done that over the weekend while she was staying with Clint.

Normal? She wasn’t sure what that meant, only that, somehow, she had to find it again. “I did act a little crazy.”

“You acted human.”

“I don’t think I’ve talked so much in my entire life. I must have told you the story a hundred times.”

“Five hundred and three, but who’s counting? Look, that detective they’ve assigned to the case? When you go back to talk to him, I’m going with you.”

“You don’t—”

“No arguments.” Clint planted his hands on her shoulders. 

“All right.” She remembered how, at the police station, with a roomful of people watching, Clint had held out his hand and waited for her to come to him. She’d done so gladly, gratefully. And once the police were finished, he’d told her to get in his car and put on her seat belt, and she’d obeyed. When they reached his apartment, he’d told her to take a shower while he made hot chocolate, and she’d done that, too. Then she’d sat on his couch, with his robe wrapped around her, and started talking while he applied antiseptic to the cut on her throat. He’d told her it was all right if she cried, and she had almost done that, too.

Mostly she’d talked. All night. About everything and anything that might hold the horror at bay.

The next morning they’d driven out to her place so she could feed Lobo. Clint had unlocked the front door of her mobile home and walked in while Mara held back. When he’d told her it didn’t look as if anyone had been inside, she’d walked as far as the living room with its new blue-gray carpet, clean wicker furniture, and the sunlight streaming through the oversize window. The large, misted painting of the ocean at dawn, hanging over the cushioned sofa, had always drawn a response from Mara. But on Saturday morning she’d barely noticed it. She’d been too concerned with absorbing the essence of her home and trying to draw strength from it.

The plants hadn’t needed watering. She hadn’t needed to stay. If Clint didn’t mind— And he’d said he didn’t. Except for going back to the police station once and returning on Sunday to care for her Doberman, she’d spent the weekend at his place.

Her Corvette had been found, out of gas, on I-5 heading north. It had been stripped of personal possessions. The police weren’t done with it yet. When they were, she’d scour it inside and out, a dozen times if that’s what it took. Then she’d take it onto the oval track and drive and drive until it felt as if it belonged to her again. Then—

“We talked about calling your folks.”

“How?” Mara asked too quickly. “Their phones—”

“You could reach them if you tried. Leave  messages at one of the tracks.”

“What would I tell them? There’s nothing they could do. And Mom would be on the next plane back here.”

“Don’t give me that. You don’t want to tell them because the Curtis family represents the macho image. You don’t want to do anything to risk tarnishing that.”

Mara made no attempt to keep up her end of the conversation. She’d tell them about her “adventure”—that’s what she’d call it. But not yet. Not until the shadows no longer pressed around her. Not until the wound at her throat healed and she could speak without fear in her voice. “Speaking of parents, you’re going to need your spare bedroom back.”

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes. In the meantime, I want you to go on staying with me.” 

“This came at a bad time for you. Your dad’s health—”

“Let me worry about that.”

Mara nodded. The only thing she was capable of today was wandering through her rooms, running her fingers over vibrant ferns, fluffing a throw pillow, lingering at the bank of trophies that chronicled her father’s racing career. She stopped at her answering machine and hit the Play button. Tucked into the middle of a half-dozen messages for the racing school was her mother’s voice.

“Sweden. It’s Saturday so it must be Sweden. Wish you were with us. The usual problems. There’s something wrong with the ignition system in Matt’s Beretta, and Steve’s going through tires like there’s no tomorrow, but they’re both finishing in the money. Steve says for you to build another shelf because he has trophies for you to store. I’ve been entering my share of races, but the less said about that the better. Your dad’s back is giving him trouble, but he’s too stubborn to admit it. I hate talking to this machine. I don’t know when we’ll be back your way, two months at least.”

Two months. Two months without seeing her family. She should be used to this. Before the abduction, Mara would have simply accepted what made her different from her parents and brothers. But now her mother’s voice, hollow from the long-distance call, brought her close to tears. She loved them. Just because she didn’t want to bounce from one race to another and was exhausted from the effort of battling the tension that was part of watching her family compete, didn’t mean she didn’t love and miss them.

No! She wouldn’t think about her parents and brothers. She wouldn’t think about Friday night and the necessity of talking to a detective, and the question of when she’d be able to stand staying in her own home alone. Instead she’d concentrate on making a living.

###
[image: ]


Mara led the way out of her mobile home and across the track she’d be making payments on for longer than she wanted to think about. Her tennis shoes made a soft pad-pad sound on the already warm asphalt. There were no motors revving yet, and because her only neighbors were silent desert creatures, she caught the sound of the wind blowing over flat acreage.

For the first time since she’d here she sensed, not the land, but isolation.

This week’s students were near their cars, five men and a woman. The routine claimed her. No matter what had happened, she had work to sustain her.

The woman looked to be in her late
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