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He left her car somewhere on the road to Amarillo and walked six miles to the last truck stop. Swinging in the double doors of the diner, he looked for a possible ride and spotted the perfect pair of blue jeans stretched tight around curves that sang his name. Slipping onto the stool at her side, he signaled the girl behind the counter.

“Yeah?” She acted annoyed, lips compressed, one hand on her hip.

“Tonic water.”

Miss Blue Jeans turned her head, bringing two icy-green eyes to bear on his face. He gave her a teasing smile.

“Which way you headed?” she asked. Shoulder-length auburn curls swished against the collar of a black leather jacket. 

“South. You?”

“I’m flexible,” she said.

“I’ll bet.”

A knowing smile spread on her lips. She leaned one elbow on the Formica counter. “Tell me, stranger, you don’t look like a trucker. What’s the truth?” She scooted a glass of soda to a spot beneath her chin and, mouth parted, took a long sip on the straw.

He stared a mite too long, and her tongue peeped out, moistening her skin. He raised his gaze to her face. “That involves an old girlfriend,” he said.

She leaned back, her arm falling in her lap. “Oh?”

“My sister’s best friend, to be exact.”

“You hooked up with your sister’s best friend?” She said it like she was amused.

The waitress returned, slinging his glass across the counter. Drops sloshed over the rim and onto his hand. He ignored it.

“To make her mad actually,” he replied. “I strung her friend along, made her feel like we were going somewhere, then dumped her. She blew up and trashed my car. Classic Chevy Malibu, silver paint, black stripes across the hood.”

“Sounds hot.”

He smiled at her. “Has a big back seat.”

She laughed.

“Story doesn’t end there though,” he continued. “One doesn’t mess with the Malibu. So after sending it in for body repairs, I stole hers, drove it six hundred miles to the middle of nowhere and dumped it. Hence, I’m moving south.” He waved one hand.

She drained her glass, each seductive tug of the straw begging for his full attention, at the end, rising and tossing a couple bills on the table. “Good luck finding your ride,” she said. 

She made it to the door before he rose. Capturing her arm, he pulled her short. She glanced down at his fingers, and he removed them. “Perhaps we can talk,” he said.

A brief jerk of her chin toward the lot brought them both outside. Dust swirled across the pavement in clouds, coating every surface.

“Talk.”

He faced her. “I need a ride, and you want to give me one.”

“Says who?”

“Chemistry.”

Shaking her head, she gave a crisp laugh. “You’re a piece of work. I don’t pick up men from truck stops and tote them six hundred miles.”

“Didn’t say you did. Said you wanted to give me a ride.”

One slender hand, sporting pink-painted nails, curved over her hip. “I do, and we don’t have to go anywhere for that.”

It was his turn to laugh. “Let’s say we explore this, and you take me as far as Lubbock. I’ll pay your gas.”

She hesitated, her eyes scanning his face, then gave a nod. Turning around, she stepped off the curb onto the pavement. He trailed after, coming up beside a black SUV, and climbed into the passenger side. 

The tires cracked and popped, spitting loose gravel onto the highway, and he tossed one hand to the vinyl arm of the door to steady himself. The vehicle leaned slightly left. It was a number of minutes before anyone spoke.

“So you got a name?” she asked.

“Llewellyn.”

One eyebrow arched upward. “Welsh? You don’t look Welsh.”

“I’m not. My mom simply liked it.” He leaned his head back on the headrest, inhaling the scent of leather and feminine perfume.

“They don’t call you that, do they?”

He shifted his shoulders. “No. Lew or Lewis mostly.” He turned his head. “Reciprocate.”

She smiled. “Serena, which doesn’t shorten to anything pronounceable.”

“Serena and Lewis,” he said.

Light danced in her eyes, and the corners crinkled.

“Trying it on for size.”

She said nothing, but leaving one hand on the wheel, ran her fingers through her hair. Their conversation fell silent, and the miles rolled by, the sun slipping lower toward the horizon. At dusk, she pulled off the road into the lot of a fleabag motel.

The lighted sign formed the letters P, A, L, M in half-working neon bulbs. “Palm? Why am I thinking we passed Lubbock?”

“We did,” she said, unbuckling her belt. 

Weaving around an electric blue pickup truck sporting a series of bass fishing stickers, she headed for the main office, her steps sure.

He stared at the back of her head, pausing a moment before he followed. 

She slipped through the chipped glass door, and he remained outside, content to watch her mannerism—the sway of her hips, stretch and curl of her fingers, bend of her neck. The heat in his gut flashed across his skin. Whoever she was, she was the hottest thing he’d laid eyes on in the last five years, and he hoped headed the same place he was.

She emerged, a plastic room key cupped in her palm.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

She reentered the vehicle, and he followed. Unspeaking, they moved down the low-hung building to a room on the end and reemerged. She hauled a duffle bag out of the back seat.

“What are we doing at the Palm?” 

Sticking the key in the motel room lock, she turned the knob and pushed open the door. A rush of frigid air blew in his face from a wall unit beneath the window.

Standing center of the entrance, he stared down at the single bed and brought his eyes to her face.

She dropped the duffle bag and walked over in front of him, draping one hand around his neck. 

“One bed?” he asked.

She smiled, tilting her head. “Just one. The desk clerk informed me they’d gone to single-bed rooms recently if that was all right.”

“And was it?”

She drew her lips close to his. “Didn’t have a choice.”

The slip of his tongue into her mouth was a foregone thing. Lips locked, breath hot, they clung together. He shifted her jacket from her shoulders, and she shook it off. It tumbled slow-motion to the floor, landing with a whump.

He lifted her in his arms and laid her flat on the bed, fitting his body against hers, but then made no further move. Instead, he studied her. One shoulder lay exposed in an off-shoulder blouse, a thin black strap beneath crossing cream-colored skin.

“Aren’t any palms in the desert,” he said softly. 

She laughed once. “And it don’t rain in Texas neither. But what’s that have to do with you and me?”

“Is there a ‘you and me’?”

Her fingers took hold of the bottom of his shirt, and she yanked it over his head, tossing it casually in the floor. She pasted one hand to his chest.

“There’s an ‘us,’” she replied. “And there’s about to be a ‘we.’”

“You don’t know anything about me,” he said, “and I don’t know anything about you.”

She raised her head from the pillow, her brow drawing tight. “You want an introduction first?”

He lowered his mouth to hers, nipping at her lip. “Maybe just that you’re not a serial killer.”

Her laughter blew hot on his cheeks. 

“What’s so funny about that?” he asked, pushing himself to an arm’s length.

She trailed her fingertips down his breastbone. “Me being a serial killer.”

“Well, you could be. No woman as hot as you comes to me so willingly.”

She twisted herself, gazing along the length of the bed, and he turned. “What?”

“My jacket,” she said.

Unsure why she wanted it, he didn’t speak, but obliged her, fetching it from the floor. She dug around in the pocket for a moment then turned an object toward his face. 

His eyes spread wide. “A Ranger? You’re a Texas Ranger?”

She nodded. “That doesn’t scare you off?”

His lips pulled back in a grin. “That’s the ultimate turn on. I love a girl with a gun.”

She flung her badge onto the nightstand. “Can I ask why?”

“Mmm, you can ask.” 

She returned her hands to his chest. “Okay, why?”

He stuck one finger in his back pocket and dragged out his wallet, flipping it open.

She snatched it from him. “No way. You’re ... you’re ...”

His grin widened. “F.B.I., and you, Serena, are under arrest.”
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“I can’t believe we didn’t.” Serena Hernandez hooked one leg around his and settled her face at the base of his neck.

His hand strayed to a place on her hip. “We didn’t.”

“Why didn’t we?” she asked. She pulled back to see him. He was inordinately cute, to the point it distracted her.

He smiled. “We still can.”

“Maybe later.”

“Definitely later. You’re not going to get rid of me now.”

She returned her gaze to a place on the wall. “I’m thinking six months.”

“Six?”

She snuggled tighter. “Yes. Six months. Me in a white dress, you in a tux, and a honeymoon in Bora Bora where we never actually see the beach.”

His laughter rang across the room.

“Well,” she said, continuing their previous topic. “We didn’t, and if we continue to ‘don’t’ then in six months we’ll both be coming unglued.”

“Let’s say we move it up then.”

She flicked him a glance again. “Move it up?”

“Mmm. Let’s do it tomorrow.”

She shoved up onto her elbow. He was serious. “You’re crazy.”

“Never said I wasn’t.”

No, he hadn’t. In fact, she suspected everything he’d told her so far was the truth, driving the car into nowhere, hitching a ride south, being here with her.

“Why not up the ante?” he asked. “You want to and so do I, so we tie the knot, have wild sex for a week on our way south, and show up on my mom’s doorstep displaying our wedding rings.”

“We can’t do that.”

“Why not?” He dragged her down and kissed her. 

Fire raced down her limbs and the suck and pull of desire consumed her. What was it about this guy that made her want to throw everything away?

She parted from him breathless. His face formed that insufferable proud look he’d worn for most of their conversations.

“Admit it,” he said. “One night isn’t enough.”

She inhaled, filling her lungs, and released it slowly. One million nights wasn’t enough. But the fact remained she didn’t know him.

“You saw my credentials,” he continued.

She bit her lip. “I’ve yet to see your credentials, but I did see your badge.”

He laughed again, and the ripple of his muscles further cemented them together. He brought one hand to either cheek. “Say yes.”

“Just like that?”

“You want me to get on one knee?”

“I want you to get on one knee and promise we’ll get along always and never discover we can’t stand one another.”

He released her cheeks and waved one hand outward. “I’ll foretell the future.” He mashed his thumb between his eyes. “I see you naked ... in bed ... wait, there’s more ....”

She heard her own laughter escape.

“Can you see it?”

“Almost.” Crawling onto his lap, she curved herself to him. “I’m lacking one thing.”

His hands moved to a place in the small of her back. He was well made, trim and fit, with a tantalizing lure of black hair on his chin. She curled her fingers into her palms.

“What’s that?”

“You’re last name.”

He flashed her a boyish grin. “Ah, you want to know if you’re about to become Mrs. Nipple or something.”

“Mrs. Nipple?”

They both laughed then. At the end, she gave a groan.

“Oh, I like that,” he muttered.

She laid her cheek flat to his chest. “That was a groan of pain. My sides hurt from laughing.”

“See? There’s your first good sign. I make you laugh. We’re meant to be.”

Meant to be. What exactly did that mean? So what, he was funny, entertaining, and incredibly sexy ... maybe they’d even have a great time together. But that didn’t mean anything about them was “meant to be.”

She rolled off of him onto her back. He rose up over her. “So if we’re not, then what are we going to do?”

“TV?” She raised her head toward the twenty-year-old set across the room.

He reached for the remote, seating himself upright, his naked back to the headboard, and, after a moment, she joined him. He glanced at her, primarily toward her cleavage, then bent his head and kissed her again.

The TV clicked on.

“I wish we were,” she said.

He chuckled between her lips. “Me too.”

Spinning forward, he increased the volume and clicked through the channels. The local
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