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SPOILER ALERT YOU WILL WANT TO READ:


The dog does not die. Despite what the characters believe at one point, know that the dog does not die.


PROLOGUE


12:13 p.m.

He crouched next to the body, the blunt tips of his fingers touching slack skin on the side of the old man’s neck.

Blood pooled on the polished floor. Its smell brought a sour taste to his mouth. The lingering, acrid odor of a gunshot churned bile in his throat. But he didn’t back away.

He had to make sure the man was dead.

Slowly, he rose.

On the desk next to him rested an antique telephone, a brass lamp, a compact pile of the day’s mail, and three manila folders with hand-printed labels, all sparse landmarks in a vista of polished mahogany.

As real as the dead man at his feet.

He reached past the lamp and folders toward the phone, hoping it wasn’t solely for decoration.

The hairs on the back of his neck prickled erect, but the instant before he could move, a shrill wheezing behind him scraped at his ears and nerves.

Jerking around, he confronted a gray-skinned, gray-haired woman barely inside the door. Her lips moved but produced no words, just the shrill wheezing of a scream that couldn’t escape.

A half-step forward and he stopped, as she scrambled desperately in retreat, halting only when the wall gave her a backbone.

Her throat worked. When words, so long in the forming, finally came, they tumbled out on top of each other.

“You’ve killed him you’ve killed him you’ve killed him.” The sing-song screech paused for a gasping breath. “You’ve killed him you’ve killed him you’ve killed him.”

The man turned away. The litany went on.

Not even stopped by the crack of a gunshot.

He identified the sound immediately, but for an instant, even while the echo in the small room left the woman’s scream a pantomime of shock, he couldn’t fit it into reality.

Then he felt the pain.

Nerve endings traced the bullet’s diagonal path across his forearm, as if the skin were ripped off with pliers. He might have cursed. The words certainly formed in his head.

The impact twisted him into the edge of something. The desk. His focus caught on where his right hand supported his left arm and a dark, damp patch spread fast above his grasp.

A rapid humming coiled tighter and tighter in his head.

Concentrate. Hold on to reality. The three folders just beyond his fingers. The brass lamp. The antique telephone.

But that disciplined response came secondary to a drumming instinct.

Get away. Get away. Get to . . . Away . . .


CHAPTER ONE


1:38 p.m.

“Here are your movies, Bryen Ann. Thanks for letting me borrow them.” The library patron stacked nine DVDs on the desk, off to the side from the books she’d returned, distinguishing between personal and library materials.

“You’re welcome, Doris. How’d you like them?” Bryen smiled at the woman whose no-nonsense exterior gave little hint of her unquenchable thirst for fictional drama, including classic movies.

Did Doris Crison imagine herself the heroine in each? Did she forget her widowed state, straitened finances, and stolid lifestyle in pretending to be Katherine Hepburn, or Gene Tierney, or Marlene Dietrich, or—

“They were marvelous. Especially All About Eve.” Doris breathed deeply. “Bette Davis was incredible.”

—Bette Davis.

Bryen checked in the four books. A week early. “I know. I’ve always loved that line right before the party where she says, Fasten your seatbelts. It’s going to be a bumpy night. I want to cheer because she’s finally seeing Anne Baxter for what she really is.”

“Oh, yes,” said Doris. “It’s horrifyin’ the way a stranger could worm her way in.”

Bryen sat back with a deep sigh as Doris went to select more books. Right now she’d welcome a stranger, any stranger, even a schemer like Anne Baxter was in All About Eve.

Anything to relieve the monotony of Pierce, Virginia.

Audrey Pierce and her cronies could pretend all they wanted that Pierce was above trying to entice the restless populace of Washington, D.C., into driving south and west for five and a half hours. Bryen knew better. Heck, Pierce would happily welcome business from residents of the North Carolina Research Triangle, east of here, but not far over the state line their town hugged.

She’d lived away long enough to understand the reason nobody visited Pierce was because Pierce had nothing to offer.

No significant history, no scenic town square, no trendy boutiques, no tempting antique shops. Pierce didn’t even sit near some ugly expressway heading someplace important. All her hometown claimed was a moderately dreary main street, the pseudo-gothic splendor of Hundley House, and the library’s display of a centuries-old letter from George Washington.

He’d never even slept here. He’d just sent a letter to one of the founders.

Bryen propped her chin on her palm and stared out the library’s rain-sheeted window.

She was so starved for something — anything — to happen, her mind kept returning to the man she’d met on the way to work.

Met? Bryen grimaced at her window-reflected self. She truly was starved if she considered that meeting someone.

She’d finished her shopping at May-Jo’s Grocery with barely enough time to be at work by noon. As she waited at the first of the two red lights on Main Street, a steel gray car, elegant and sporty, stopped next to her bottle green vehicle, neither elegant nor sporty. The man driving lowered his passenger side window and asked for directions.

She’d instructed him how to cover the two and a half blocks to Hundley House.

He said thank you and drove off.

She continued the final block to the library.

That was it.

Some meeting. Some adventure.

Still, the image of the man popped up in her mind about every three minutes for nearly two hours. Not many strangers came to Pierce. Fewer still asked for directions to Hundley House and drove BMW convertibles with D.C. plates.

Naturally, she was curious what a man like that might want with funny, fusty Harrison Hundley.

Like that . . .

Uh-huh, Bryen Ann McMurphy, now we come to it.

A man in his mid-3Os, dark-haired and tall, judging from how he sat in a car. Not a Virginian. If the accent hadn’t told her, the compact sentences would have. Not particularly friendly, at least by Virginia standards. But passably polite, at least by Washington standards. Eye color unknown because of tinted sunglasses.

Maybe it was the sunglasses — worn despite the sky dumping more than its quota of March rain — that gave the stranger an air of mystery.

On the other hand, maybe Bryen’s boredom invested some unsuspecting wayfarer with spurious mystery. She considered her reflection, tipping her head to one side, trying to make it display fewer angles.

Didn’t work.

Even the shoulder-length bronze-glinting waves didn’t obscure the geometric configuration of her face.

Her thoughts shifted from the image in the window to one in her memory.

Her years in Washington taught her things she’d never learned in Pierce. For example, to recognize the stranger’s wardrobe as top quality. That he seemed intelligent, assured, withdrawn. That he, in turn, had surveyed her thoroughly and intently. And that the firm, closed lines of his face were probably habitual.

A man who had secrets and kept them, if that wasn’t wildly fanciful.

No, not fanciful.

After twenty-one months back in Pierce, she was bored to the point of screaming, but not to the point of hallucinating.

No matter what her father had thought, no matter what some still thought, she’d never had trouble separating reality from the fantasy she loved. Not even at the age of five, when her mother took her to Richmond to see Cinderella and she’d fallen irrevocably in love with make-believe, had she confused illusion with delusion.

Her father never understood that about her.

Now he never would.

“Isn’t this weather awful?” Doris Crison’s voice reprieved her from following a well-worn mental path.

“It sure is. I’m ready for azaleas and dogwood and daffodils. The only thing this weather’s fit for is staying inside to read or watch movies.” Bryen checked out Doris’ five selected novels. “If you’d like to come by the house, you can see if any more of the movies I have interest you.”

Doris had already worked her way through the library’s scant collection. And, as she said, she wasn’t much into this streamin’ business.

“I’d like that. You have so many, and you know so much about movies and such.” Doris looked at her with more curiosity than any other three Pierce citizens combined in the past twenty-one months. “In fact, you know so much about the world I wonder why you came back?”

Doris blushed furiously and stammered, “I didn’t mean — Of course, this is your home. And when your father passed on, and with the boys moved away, and your mother alone and all . . .”

Bryen issued assurances until Doris headed out with her aplomb restored.

Bryen wasn’t as successful in ridding herself of the question. Why had she come back?

It sure wasn’t for the social or intellectual life. Other than her mother and Sam Farrenby’s occasional forays out of his back hills stronghold, her social and intellectual pursuits were discussing movies with Doris and helping Harrison Hundley research Pierce’s founding families. That made her closest contacts in Pierce well past sixty. Not exactly contemporaries for a twenty-nine-year-old.

She’d come back because, with her father gone, her mother needed someone to lean on. Evelyn McMurphy could have lived with either of her sons, both within a few hours of Pierce, but it seemed a shame to take a robust woman of sixty-two away from the home she loved.

Bryen quit her job in Washington, bought a small house at the edge of town, and applied for a position at the Pierce Library. Then she told her mother.

“Moving back to Pierce? I was hoping you wouldn’t feel the need to.”

Not the response Bryen expected.

At first, she thought it was motherly concern. But lately, the disconcerting notion seeped in that Evelyn McMurphy not only was doing a surprisingly good job of surviving independently, but was liking it.

Bryen swore under her breath, then remembered, and glared at the intercom on the desk. They left the line on and at full volume all the time, so if someone was in the back room looking up old magazines or searching for a special request, they could keep tabs on the front desk. With the head librarian at her desk in back doing paperwork, she probably got an earful.

Bryen got up to shelve the books Doris returned. It was something to do.


CHAPTER TWO


Harrison Hundley was dead.

Bryen heard the news the way she heard most Pierce news. Someone bustled into the library to whisper a bulletin.

But today no one bothered to whisper.

Pierce’s resident philanthropist was dead.

Shot.

Murdered.

And Sheriff Tom Pierce was looking for a stranger named Ken Steadman who’d driven into town in a rented gray BMW convertible with Washington, D.C., plates. The car, a rental, was still parked around the corner from Hundley House, though Steadman had gotten away. They traced his ID through the rental company.

Harrison dead.

Murdered.

Part of her listened to Bob Crison tell his news and watched the others react, as she always did. Doris Crison’s son had certainly never disseminated such stunning news in either his official capacity as Pierce’s mail carrier or his unofficial position as town gossip.

Yet none of it seemed real.

“Tom Pierce says it looks to be premeditated murder,” said Crison, stretching out the syllables as he surveyed his audience of two library patrons, Max the maintenance man, the head librarian, a high school student who worked part-time, and Bryen.

“I heard Helen Morton found the assassin actually standing right over the body,” whispered the head librarian.

Bob Crison wasted no time taking back the conversational reins. “She took to screamin’ and that roused the neighborhood. Wouldn’t stop screamin’, either. Not ’til Audrey Pierce showed up and slapped her across the face.”

The head librarian gasped to Bob’s obvious satisfaction.

“Anyway, before that, when she first started screamin’, the murderer tried to make his getaway in his automobile, but he learned it’s not so easy to come waltzing into Pierce and shoot up our citizens. Folks cut him off before he could get to his getaway car. Chased him until they lost him in the thicket behind the cemetery.”

“You mean he’s still on the loose?” asked the head librarian. “A murderer.”

Crison rocked back on his heels. “He won’t get far.”

“He won’t?” The high schooler’s voice skidded between the excitement of having a murderer loose in town, and the fear of having a murderer loose in town.

“Nope. Not without transportation. Besides, we’ll be getting his phone data soon. Then we’ll have him,” Crison said, as if he’d gotten the warrant himself. “He won’t get far.”

“No, he won’t get far. Not without a car,” said the head librarian.

Bryen wondered if she’d said the words to back up Crison or to convince herself.

“We don’t know what he looks like, what with Helen still hysterical and everything so confused when they were chasing him, but anybody in these parts would spot a stranger,” Crison added.

I know what he looks like.

Bryen didn’t say the words out loud.

Maybe it was one of those instantaneous decisions her father had derided her for, or maybe she was too occupied by questions.

Who was he? Had he intended to shoot Harrison when he so calmly asked for directions to Hundley House? Her mind, her heart rebelled at the notion she’d contributed to Harrison’s death, even so innocently. What connection could a man like that have with gentle, small-town Harrison Hundley?

“Why would this stranger shoot Harrison?” Her question broke into Crison’s account of how his deliveries had taken him to Hundley House mere minutes before the murder.

“Don’t know. But Pierce is out on a dragnet for Ken Steadman, so he must be the perpetrator.” Crison schooled his pudgy face to hound-dog seriousness, but his eyes seemed to search for appreciation of his command of the lingo. “He’s not out searchin’ for nobody else, that’s for sure.”

“But why would Steadman kill Harrison? It doesn’t make sense,” Bryen said.

“Don’t know,” Crison said peevishly. “You’d probably know better’n us, Bryen Ann McMurphy. You probably knew Harrison Hundley’s affairs better’n anyone.”

“Exceptin’ Helen and Audrey,” Max the maintenance man inserted to uneven but general chuckles, easing the tension, though not Bryen’s grief.

*     *     *

“Doesn’t make sense,” Bryen muttered to herself as she sat on the wooden bench outside Sheriff Tom Pierce’s office, waiting.

Bob Crison was partially right about her knowing more about Harrison’s affairs than most.

She was one of the few who at least tolerated his mania for researching Pierce’s founding families. Last month, she’d gone with him to D.C. to help. The massive resources of the National Archives and the Library of Congress, which awed him, were familiar territory to her. She’d gotten a kick out of his kid-at-Christmas excitement.

She blinked against the instant sting of tears.

Keep your mind occupied, Bryen.

Max was also right about Helen Morton and Audrey Pierce.

Some in town had watched with glee the battle waged by two mature ladies for the very reluctant favors of one well-to-do, timid widower.

Bryen, too, had watched, but not with glee.

She cordially disliked stiff-backed Audrey Pierce. She felt a little sorry for Helen Morton, lonely and good-hearted, though totally lacking tact. Mostly, though, she felt very sorry for Harrison, who had looked more and more harassed of late.

“Bryen, he’ll see you now,” said Tom Pierce’s assistant, a girl not long out of school who seemed to have acquired a layer of dignity and poise in the past few hours.

Crisis did that for some people . . .

Bryen said thanks and pushed open the office door.

. . . But not for all people, she mentally added, coming face to face with Deputy Milt Terrason.

Even for someone always — and unjustifiably — pleased with himself, he looked disgustingly pleased with himself at the moment.

“We’re real busy this afternoon, Bryen. If this is about some of your old books missing from the library, this isn’t the time, sweetheart.” Milt stretched his lips wide in what he apparently considered a sexy grin.

Not a chance, Milt.

He’d asked her out nine times since she’d come back to town, apparently unfazed by her blunt refusals. Right now she didn’t have time even for that.

She turned to the sheriff. He looked pale, almost haunted. Tom Pierce had known Harrison all his life, too.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He shook his head once. “Just saw him this morning. Stopped in on my way here. Community policing, the dispatcher said when I called in my location. And we both laughed. And now this . . .”

She swallowed down sympathy and her own sorrow, going straight to facts.

“Tom, a man stopped me and asked for directions to Hundley House at noon today. A man driving a gray BMW convertible. I can describe the man who shot Harrison.”

Either her directness or her news dropped Milt’s jaw.

Tom Pierce was made of sterner stuff. He had to be to share the big old house at the edge of town with his older sister Audrey for forty-six years, especially since she had the controlling share of their inheritance.

Thin and dark, he looked almost frail next to his deputy, but he had an intensity Bryen rather admired. Sam Farrenby could scoff, saying she’d mistaken pure ambition for intelligence, but Bryen held that even ambition was a welcome change from Milt, who clearly thought being the sheriff’s henchman was the perfect life.

The sheriff gestured her to a chair in front of his desk. “Tell us what you know, Bryen. Get this down,” he added to Milt, but Bryen noticed he also took notes himself.

Milt could be trusted to run errands for the Pierces, brother and sister alike, but not for something this important. At least Tom conceded to the taxpayers’ rights enough to not let Milt use an official car to buy groceries or pick up dry cleaning for Audrey, although he did such chores on official time.

She gave as detailed a description as she could, right down to the aviator style of the gray-tinted sunglasses.

The sunglasses seemed to clinch it for Milt.

“That’s him. Gotta be him.”

He’d seen too many Clint Eastwood movies. Anyone who wore sunglasses in the rain had to be a killer.

But that’s what didn’t make sense.

Someone wearing sunglasses in the rain tended to be memorable. A killer would have to be downright stupid to drive through the center of a small town, ask directions to his intended victim’s house, and generally call attention to himself. And this man hadn’t appeared the least bit stupid.

Coolly self-assured enough to put her back up a little even in their brief exchange. Definitely not stupid.

Tom cut her off when she tried to tell him.

He thanked her, figuratively patted her on her head, and hurried her out.

Maybe she should have expected it. The only ones who even partially understood what she’d achieved in her years away — and given up when she returned — were her mother, Sam Farrenby, and Harrison Hundley.

And now Harrison was dead.

She had to know why.

Why a stranger named Ken Steadman had gone to Hundley House. Why he’d asked for directions if he intended Harrison harm. Why anyone would want to harm Harrison.

She blinked against a sharp fullness in her eyes. That did no good. She’d serve Harrison’s memory better by figuring out what happened.

It was fitting.

Figuring out the past, putting pieces of history together — that, after all, was what he’d devoted the last years of his life to.

Only, for her, the concern was very recent history.

*     *     *

“It doesn’t make sense,” Bryen muttered again as she locked the library’s back door behind her.

She’d been saying that all evening, mostly to herself, since the library was otherwise empty long before closing time.

Amazing what a thing like a murderer on the loose could accomplish.

The fear must be contagious, she thought, fighting a small shiver of disquiet as she hurried past the tangled thicket of dripping rhododendron bushes that flanked her path to the street.

She sighed as she reached her car, sitting in solitary state. Her breath mixed into the dark, curling mist — the perfect backdrop for the farewell scene from Casablanca.

Pierce, Virginia, was a hell of a long way from Morocco, Humphrey Bogart was nowhere in sight, and about all she had in common with Ingrid Bergman was a wide-brimmed hat jammed on her head, entirely lacking the fetching angle of Bergman’s.

They sure could use Humphrey Bogart in Pierce.

More accurately, they could use Sam Spade to dig out the truth.

“It doesn’t make sense. Any of it.”

Bryen’s muttering shifted as she swung the driver’s door wide open into the street.

Wretched two-door cars. The only way to get the load of movies Doris returned to her and the rest of her workday gear into the back seat and not crush the results of her grocery shopping was to be a contortionist.

At least there wasn’t any danger from traffic. Not in Pierce, and especially not behind the library at nearly nine-thirty on a rainy Friday night.

On the other hand, even losing a door couldn’t hurt this old wreck much.

Its selling points had been that it was available and affordable when she’d moved back from D.C. And it ran. Most of the time. Though it had conked out last month when she and Harrison were in Washington, and she’d spent half the trip hassling with mechanics, leaving much of the research to Harrison.

Harrison.

She jerked her thoughts away from her heart-soreness as she pushed the front seat’s back out of the way. With the pyramid of DVDs two-thirds of the way to safety, the top one broke free and tumbled into a nearly full grocery sack on the floor of the back seat. It would be a double set, probably mashed the bread. Someday she’d get a four-door. One with a working interior light. And no rust.

Maybe a brand-new car.

Talk about make-believe . . .

She backed up and let the front seat flop into place, absently noting how its beige vinyl turned bilious in the faint green glow from the corner stop light.

Bryen slid one long, jeans-clad leg under the steering wheel. With the efficient ease of practice, she pulled her other leg in while simultaneously fitting the key into the ignition with her right hand and stretching for the door handle with her left.

She never reached the handle.


CHAPTER THREE


A powerful grip encircled her arm, seeming to stop time as well as her movement. Individual fingers bit through her raincoat to imprint on her flesh.

To an idle observer it might seem merely a helping hand, hurrying her out of the rain.

But there was no idle observer.

No witness, no one else to hear the low-pitched, harsh voice in her ear, to see the man in the raincoat force his way into her car, practically on top of her.

“Move.”

This couldn’t be happening. Not in Pierce.

She should do something. Do something.

“Go on. The other side.”

Her keys swung from the ignition. She dove for them. If she could start the engine—

His grip had her off-balance and, as quickly as she moved, the man was faster. And stronger.

He shoved her, hard, to the far side of the aged bench seat, dropped in behind the steering wheel and reached across his body with his right hand to pull the door closed, shutting off the weak overhead light.

He expelled a lungful of air in a short grunt.

Dampness clung to him as if he’d been out in the rain long enough for it to soak in. She could smell it on him. In the dimness, all she could swear to were a light-colored raincoat, dark hair, and the paleness of his face when he leaned toward her.

That was enough.

He was the man who’d asked for directions.

A stranger named Ken Steadman.

A man wanted for murder.

The stoplight at the intersection with Main Street switched from green to amber, creating the illusion the man flinched.

His body anchored her legs, still caught in the well below the steering wheel, leaving her sprawled across the seat.

He turned to her, reaching across and above her with his right hand.

She lost the ability to breathe.

Raindrops slid to the end of wet clumps of hair hanging over his forehead, then re-formed to drip, each a stinging prick against the cold skin of her face and neck. Beneath her, the knobby bulk of her purse pressed into her shoulder through raincoat and sweater. She felt the wetness on her skin, the weight of his legs, the discomfort of her shoulder, so she wasn’t numb. Why didn’t she move? Why couldn’t she think?

A short, sharp click sounded above her head.

He’d locked the door.

That’s all he did. That’s all.

Her heart pounded erratically to make up for lost time.

Not looking at her, he untangled their legs and deposited hers firmly on the passenger’s side. Tentatively, she straightened.

The stoplight launched into a siege of red. Little time had passed, really, from green light to yellow to red. A few ticks of the clock, each stretched wide by fear.

By an effort of will, she shrank time to its ordinary state.

Control your emotions — don’t let them control you, that’s what she’d read in one of those urban survival articles her mother routinely sent her when she’d lived in D.C. Who’d have believed she’d ever use the lessons in Pierce?

First, survive.

Next, escape.

Escape? Why not unlock the door, jump from the car, and run down streets she knew so well, one block, around the corner, another block, and into the center of town?

Because he has a gun.

The observation surfaced without her even realizing it had been filed. Now her conscious mind acknowledged what another part had already taken in — the man had used only his right hand because he had a gun in his left.

How far could she run before a bullet caught up? She wasn’t about to test it. First, survive.

“Hold still.” His words, low and strained, weren’t as harsh as the first order.

He reached toward her again. Reflexively, her muscles clenched. He flicked a look at her, a look she didn’t have a hope of reading.

He shifted and, in the scant light of the library’s half-hearted security system, she caught a glint off the gun pointed at her midsection.

That glint held her still as he pulled the seat belt around her. Moving awkwardly, working with one hand, and from the unfamiliar angle, he still caught her hands under the webbing and tightened it until she could barely breathe, much less move.

Think, Bryen. Think.

Memorize his features, look for distinguishing marks so if — when — she got away she could identify him fully.

She’d been right about his height. Six-foot or more from the way his knees bumped the steering wheel set for her five-foot-nine. In this light and beneath the rumpled bulk of his raincoat she could only guess at his build. Medium? Very dark hair, but that could be from the rain. Thick and swept to one side across his forehead.

Straight, rather long nose. Lips so firmly closed their shape was disguised, but the mouth wide. A face saved from being too narrow for its length by a broad jaw that slanted sharply to a squared off chin.

A face she would remember.

A face she had remembered.

Was that why he’d grabbed her? Had he come back to eliminate a loose string?

Had she been wrong thinking he was too smart to make the kind of mistakes Tom Pierce was presuming he’d made? Had he been sloppy and now was trying to cover his tracks, to eliminate his mistake in letting himself be seen?

Reaching above her, he gave the strap a final tug, and his arm knocked her rainhat. She could feel the weight of her hair working free, toppling the hat into the back seat. She shook the hair from her eyes and watched his face change.

Even in these color-bleeding shadows she knew the telltale bronze would be apparent. It’s what most people noticed about her first. She saw recognition flick into his face.

He muttered something. From the tone, a curse.

So he hadn’t known who she was when he pushed her into the car. But he did now.

He remembered the brief meeting at the stoplight and he knew she could testify he’d asked directions to Hundley House.

“I’ve already told the sheriff,” she blurted. Her voice creaked, but she didn’t waste time to clear her throat, “I told him you asked for directions to Hundley House. I described you. And your car. And Helen Morton saw you. There are other witnesses.”

She stared into his eyes, trying to impress on him the truth of what she said.

The sunglasses were gone. His pupils so dilated in the darkness that only a sliver of iris showed. She couldn’t tell the color, only that they were light. The way she could tell blue eyes from brown in an old black-and-white movie.

He grunted and moved back into deeper shadow.

The defensive clutch of her shoulder muscles eased slightly, and she had the crazy idea it was more a reaction to the timbre of his grunt than to his backing off.

“Scared you.” From the way he pulled in oxygen, breath was too precious to waste on complete sentences. “Sorry. Hurt you.”

What sort of murderer apologized for a little manhandling? And even if murderers did apologize, why apologize first for frightening her?

As if he more readily believed he’d scared her than hurt her?

It doesn’t make sense.

“You didn’t hurt me.”

The man touched the keys dangling from the ignition with his right hand. “Need a car. Saw yours—”

“If all you need is the car, I’ll get my things, get out, and you can be on your way.” The words were out before she assessed their wisdom.

He stilled, and Bryen breathed a short, fervent prayer that Sam Farrenby’s oft-voiced prediction that her unruly tongue would be the death of her was not about to be proven true.

A brief glint of the man’s white teeth was, indeed, the answer to a prayer.

“I don’t think so,” he said. The stoplight snapped from red to green, and his mouth flattened as he turned the key in the ignition and put the car in gear. “Not yet.”

She didn’t like that.

She twisted her hand against the restraint of the seatbelt as they rolled through the intersection with the light returning to yellow.

If they’d had to stop for a red light, she might have had time . . .

“Don’t.”

She stopped her furtive efforts to free her hand as his eyes flicked meaningfully from her to where his left arm rested across his lap, his gun pointed at her.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Where’s your bag?”

She didn’t have to answer, because he followed the line of the strap to where it had slung around to behind her.

Instinctively, she tried to press back. She shouldn’t have bothered. Barely needing to slow on the empty street, he had it in a second. The strap connected with clasps, he opened one and dragged it free, the friction sending out sideways shivers across her back.

He removed her phone. He rolled down the window, rubbed at the phone with the cuff of his shirt, then dropped it out.

What were the chances he hadn’t been as careful with his own phone? None.

So much for Bob Crison’s reference to tracking him using the phone.

But maybe on a Friday night, even in Pierce, there’d be someone downtown she could signal, someone who’d realize a stranger was driving her car, someone who’d notify the authorities and—

Who was she kidding?

Especially since the solitary someone in sight was Milt Terrason, rushing through the cold rain toward Heidi’s, the only form of nightlife Pierce offered for anyone too old or too tired for Dusty’s Roadhouse eight miles out of town.

Lot of help he’d be. Unless it had something to do with his own comfort, Milt had the curiosity of a rock.

Now, if her mother or Sam . . .

But her mother would be comfortably settled in the back parlor of the old farmhouse. And Sam picked
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