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      He was well read enough to know what the crime scene experts looked for.

      He was smart enough not to keep little mementos.

      He was plain enough no one remembered him.
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      The bed frame in the adjoining room hit the wall with a creak-thwap, creak-thwap, creak-thwap as rhythmic as a one-armed drummer hopped up on speed. This kind of motel, this far outside of Baton Rouge, you got what you paid for.

      By the hour.

      Leaning against the dresser, he closed his eyes and rifled through the phone book’s tattered pages. Pressing his middle finger to the paper, he opened his eyes. Ridley, the word above his finger read. Repeating the process, the second name was Myers. Ridley Myers.

      New town, new name. It would do for now.

      There was a type of sea turtle named Ridley, and like a turtle, he hid in the shell of a plain man, migrating great distances, following his instincts.

      His instincts to kill.

      He stalked women. Weak women. Women who allowed men to use them. Women who allowed men to abuse them. Women who allowed men to abuse their children.

      His mother had been the first woman he’d released. Seconds before she’d sucked in her last breath, he’d pulled off his mask. Pain had stripped the shine from her eyes, but he saw a flicker of recognition, a flood of confusion. Then the world was free of her weakness.

      From her weakness, he gained strength.

      From her death, his true calling was born.
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      In Audrey West’s dreams, waking up in Scott Romero’s bed involved naked bodies, tangled sheets, sleepless nights, and empty bottles of wine.

      But reality bit like a rabid animal.

      All fangs and slobber and disillusion.

      Instead of her birthday suit, she wore Scott’s cotton t-shirt. Her head throbbed, but not from too much wine. The night was sleepless because he’d woken her every hour watching for indications of brain swelling.

      Her head. Just the thought of moving made her head pound.

      Audrey squished her eyelids tight against the early morning sun while the invisible elf with the jackhammer thumped away on her right temple. The floorboards squeaked. She braved the light.

      Scott stood by the window, hands to hips, deep in thought as if she were a paradox he couldn’t untangle.

      Her boss.

      Her best friend.

      Her never-gonna-happen.

      His tie was Armani. His shirt, Armani. His slacks she had no idea, but he didn’t get that eye-pleasing fit at Wal-Mart.

      She stretched her legs under the covers.

      He came back to himself. “Hey, there.”

      “Hey there, yourself.” Audrey’s voice croaked with sleep.

      “How’s the head?”

      It hurt like hell. “Fine.”

      He stepped closer, slid his finger back and forth in front of her eyes. “Follow my finger. How’s the vision?”

      “Twenty-twenty.” At least it would be once the fuzziness cleared.

      “You’re a lousy liar.”

      It wasn’t from lack of trying.

      She reached up and drew a finger over the fresh line of sutures at her right temple. The ones Scott had put in the night before.

      He leaned in to scrutinize his work. “Let me see.”

      She turned toward him.

      He pushed her hand out of the way. He poked. He prodded. He pressed. “I did Doctor Frankenstein proud. Maybe my stepmother was right. I should’ve been a real doctor. At least I wouldn’t have risked my veterinary license stitching you up.”

      “I don’t—”

      “I know. I know. You don’t like hospitals.”

      “It’ll take more than a little thump to get me in one again.”

      “Little thumps don’t require stitches. Little thumps don’t give you a concussion. And little thumps don’t get you almost killed.”

      “Not this again.”

      “Yes. This again.”

      He raised his hands and took a step back. “Do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The next time one of your clients waves a gun around, stay out of the way.”

      “What in the purple hell did you expect me to do? Let her kill herself?”

      “You should’ve gone for help.”

      “Ms. Sims wasn’t trying to hurt me. Her dog, her baby, dropped dead. She was distraught, disturbed. If I hadn’t nosedived into the bench grabbing for the gun, I doubt I’ve had a scratch on me.” Audrey squeezed her head to keep it from exploding.

      “You’re not Superwoman. Bullets won’t bounce off you.”

      She didn’t have the energy for this. “Finished?”

      “Not hardly.” Scott tilted his head and gave her that sexy half-smile. That devilish smile. That maddening smile the lucky few had followed to his bed.

      It was too painful to think about, and not just because of her headache, so she pushed it from her mind. “Thanks for letting me crash at your place last night. And for stitching me up.”

      She’d stuffed everything she owned into her truck and U-Haul trailer. That wasn’t saying much since the truck and trailer were small.

      “Staying at a hotel by yourself with a concussion wasn’t an option. As for the other, I don’t know how you talked me into it. You’ll probably have a scar.”

      “Not a problem as long as you paid your malpractice insurance.”

      A laugh rumbled his chest, but the smile quickly slid from his lips. “You should stay a day or two. Make sure you’re okay.”

      Audrey scooched back and propped herself up against the leather headboard. Her brain protested behind the fireworks and the nine-piece drumline. “I’ve only got thirty days to finish the repairs on my uncle’s house. I have to leave today. I’ll call you from the road, let you know I haven’t bled out into my head.”

      “Not funny.” Scott frowned but kept her gaze. “I’m due at the animal hospital at seven. I’m going to miss having you around. Guess I can’t talk you into staying for good, huh?”

      “What?” Her voice jumped two octaves. “Who’s the one who stood in my kitchen two weeks ago and told me I should go? ‘This is your last chance to make good on your promise to your uncle,’ you said. ‘Take a chance on your dream,’ you said. Don’t even—”

      “Down, girl.” Scott eased her back into the pillows with a hand on her shoulder.

      Thank God. Hells-bells clanged in her head.

      “Forget I said anything. At least sleep for a few more hours and then head out. You don’t look so hot.”

      No kidding.

      He patted her leg, and by the way he didn’t get up to leave, she knew he wanted to say more, but he wasn’t any better at goodbyes than she was. Then Scott braced his hands on either side of her head and planted a quick kiss on her nose. Like an adult to a child.

      It might have hurt less if he’d eviscerated her with a spork.

      She was leaving Texas. This morning. For good.

      She snagged his tie. “If that’s the best you can do, Romero, it’s no wonder your girlfriends leave you.”

      Why had she baited him? He couldn’t refuse a challenge, any more than a dachshund could refuse table scraps. Was her mind muddled from the concussion? Or was she finally thinking clearly? One kiss. That’s all she wanted. Like a lover, not a friend. Stupid. He’d locked her in the friend-zone years ago.

      Except for the night of her high school graduation.

      And two weeks ago, when he’d convinced her she should leave.

      The look in his eyes was the same now as then. Want, need, hunger.

      Hand over hand she pulled him down. His lips brushed hers. Her breath caught. She blamed the concussion. Her hands trembled. She blamed the pain. Her heart hurt. She blamed herself.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, deepened the kiss, tasted the coffee on his tongue, smelled the subtle tang of surgical scrub that never quite left his skin. She tilted her head, and he nipped her lips, traced the line of her jaw and down to her pounding pulse at the base of her neck. She guided him on top of her, his weight braced on his arms, but she drew him down until his full weight pinned her.

      She floated.

      No fears, no worries, no will power.

      No wondering if she should stop or if she could stop, because she didn’t want to stop.
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      Scott’s dreams were a scratchy, blurry, black and white Daguerreotype compared to the reality of having Audrey in his arms in all her Technicolor glory. Bold, vibrant, strong, soft, tender, sweet. His senses assaulted him. How could one small woman pack such a gut-wallop? His head rang. His heart thudded, wild and discordant as if he’d stuck the tip of a knife in a light socket.

      He couldn’t have let go if he’d wanted to.

      He ran his hand down the length of her side, and she trembled as he slowly drew his hand back up to the swell of her breast.

      She was the ideal. The master template. To have her beneath him, to be touching her now…

      Stop. He had to stop.

      Not possible.

      Kissing her, caressing her, kept him in denial. While she lay in his arms, he wouldn’t have to face the reality of her leaving. Two weeks ago, he’d convinced her to move because he thought it would save her, never realizing it would kill him.

      She pulled his shirt free of his waistband, her hands shaking as they inched their way up his chest. This wasn’t the Audrey he knew. One-night stands weren’t her style. She was hurt, and she was vulnerable. But he’d lost all sense of control until his father’s mantra echoed in his head. Love makes men weak.

      Scott pulled back. His father was right. Dan, the biggest and strongest of his childhood friends, was dead because of love.

      Because of Audrey.
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      Desperate to feel the warmth of his skin on hers, Audrey missed the moment he’d withdrawn. Beneath her eyelids, she felt him studying her. She wanted to look at him, but her courage turned its back on her and flipped her the finger.

      Bracing his weight on his arms, he didn’t speak until his breathing had slowed and she felt the pounding of his heart subside. He caught the tip of her chin. “Look at me.”

      Her stomach dropped in elevator free fall. Nothing good would come from opening her eyes, but she complied.

      “I can’t do this.” His eyes narrowed, but his gaze was a hair off. He couldn’t look her in the eye. “I’m sorry.”

      Audrey batted away the finger he traced down her cheek and stifled a humorless laugh. God, I’m an idiot. Nothing to lose? How about my self-respect, my dignity? What was I thinking?

      Only moments ago, his weight had set her free. Now it confined her. She pushed at his chest. “Get off. You’re crushing me.”

      She scrambled out of bed as soon as she was free, tugging the t-shirt down.

      “Audrey, love—”

      She raised a hand. “Don’t.”

      He didn’t mean ‘love’ the way it sounded. He’d used the endearment for years. An old joke.

      Looked like the joke was on her.

      His cell phone chimed with an incoming text, breaking the awkward silence. He took a ragged breath in and out, snatching the phone off his belt.

      Taking full advantage of the distraction, Audrey escaped to the bathroom.

      Scott followed moments later and pounded on the solid door. “Open up.”

      “I’m changing.” At least her anger kept her voice from shaking too much. Keep it together. Nice and easy West.

      “Look...I got a 911 from the animal hospital. I have to go.”

      Go. God knows there is nothing here you want. The door creaked under his weight as he leaned against it. She imagined him out there scrubbing his hands over his face, wondering what the heck had just happened. Frankly, she wondered herself.

      “Stay.” His voice a whisper through the door. “Until I get off work. Please stay.”

      She jerked the door open, pleased to see him struggle to keep from falling over. Returning to the bedroom, she shoved her toothbrush into her suitcase.

      He followed.

      With a wave of her hand, she brushed him back. “I should get going myself. Don’t want to get stuck in the morning traffic.”

      It was Saturday. She must have caught him off guard because he didn’t argue the point.

      In the kitchen, she plucked her keys off the counter, then took the time for a deep calming breath before turning around. It wasn’t his fault he wasn’t attracted enough. The elevator ride her stomach was on ping, ping, pinged as it slammed into the basement. The sudden stop shook her foundation. She took a stutter-step to right herself.

      But at long last, she had her answer. There was nothing between them, and she’d be damned if she would spend the rest of her life wondering ‘what if.’

      Nothing like a good dose of humiliation to stiffen the spine.

      She managed a weak smile and turned to go, acting as if nothing had happened. Like she hadn’t welcomed the weight of him. When she got to her new place, she would clear a spot on the mantle for her Oscar.

      She kept her voice light. “Thanks for letting me crash at your place last night. You can mail me anything I’ve left behind. I’ll pay you back.”

      “Let me help you.” Scott stepped forward and tried to take the suitcase from her.

      “My, aren’t we feeling chivalrous today?” Audrey gripped the handle tighter. “First you stop a fair maiden from indulging in a very compromising situation, and now you want to help me with my luggage.” She batted her eyes and waved her hand like a fan in front of her face. “Be still my heart.”

      He stepped back, stunned. Or perhaps relieved.

      She left him in the kitchen, perversely glad he couldn’t see her struggle to lift her suitcase into the truck.
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      Ridley Myers flopped on the bed in his motel room with a whoosh of air, launching an invisible cloud of dirt and disease and dust mites. The room reeked of mold and stale sex. He didn’t care.

      The morning news came on, and he tossed the phone book onto the empty nightstand, picked up the remote, and mashed the volume button.

      The national report centered on a string of murders running through Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. All the women thought to be victims of the same man, the River City Killer.

      “River City Killer.” Ridley sneered at the reporter. “Jesus Christ. Is that the best you idiots could come up with?”

      Compared to more inspired names like Jack the Ripper, or even the Night Stalker, the River City Killer sounded pathetic.

      It sounded weak.

      The report shifted to local news and the disappearance of the Louisiana senator’s daughter. The television went fuzzy, and Ridley maxed out the volume, ignoring the asshole pounding on the adjacent wall.

      “…although police and the FBI now believe there are other River City Killer victims unaccounted for, they are unwilling to speculate if the disappearance of Senator Guillot’s daughter in New Orleans two days ago may be in any way connected.”

      The cock sucking cops had no idea. But unlike the others, the senator’s daughter had been a mistake. An impulse.

      No hunt—no lasting satisfaction.

      The girl’s long blond hair had caught his eye. The hot-pink bikini top that a street artist had painted on her high-saluting breasts kept his attention. A stumbling drunk on Bourbon Street too blitzed to recognize the danger.

      She’d sobered quick—when she’d realized the blood dripping down her chest was her own, and the breath gurgling in her lungs would be her last.

      He’d let them find the last few bodies. Kept things interesting. Didn’t matter. The F-ucking-BI were thinking too small, their blinders snapped in place. Like the Grinch, Ridley’s heart grew three sizes in his chest, squishing his lungs.

      Pride.

      If you counted all of the women he’d released, there was more than the big picture to see, there was a whole fucking mural.

      He turned on the bedside lamp. Black-rimmed holes dotted the plastic shade. Too many smokers. Not enough ashtrays. Small bits of pure light escaped through the perforations, stabbing the walls with pinpoints of brightness.

      Ridley’s hand settled around the ice pick beside him, its wooden handle stained dark from blood, its metal shaft a good inch shorter from repeated sharpening. Need burned through him, scorching a trail through his veins, through his being. His heart beat in a rhythm solid and strong—kill-her, kill-her, kill-her.

      He gripped the handle tighter. He refused to submit to the boiling, biting need to release another woman until the moment was right.

      Not any woman would do this time.

      He needed a new kind of hunt.

      He needed a new kind of challenge.
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      On the highway leading out of Houston, Audrey cut off the news and popped in a CD. The disappearance of a Louisiana Senator’s daughter wasn’t exactly what she needed to hear right now. Something about this story made the hairs on the back of her neck dance the Rumba. Maybe it was because the senator’s daughter was so young. Or maybe it was because in an hour or so she’d be driving through Louisiana. Alone.

      Good grief, get a grip, West. It wasn’t in her genetic makeup to worry. It’s not what Wests did. Wests were practical, and by taking Route 12 off Interstate 10, she’d keep well north of New Orleans. Of course, that same practical side of Audrey also told her if the young woman had indeed been murdered, the killer could be anywhere.

      Audrey passed the Houston city limits sign, and let out a deep breath, determined to leave Texas and her humiliation far behind.

      She headed for Wright’s Island—God’s Country. A speck of land off the coast of South Carolina. Few people had heard of it. Fewer had ever been.

      She missed everything about the Low Country. The long spindly fingers of the tidal creeks cutting through the vast marshes, the ‘squeaky sand’ beaches, the piercing cry of the seagulls, and the dolphins feeding in the shallows of the shoreline at twilight. Most of all she missed how the laid-back life ebbed and flowed with the tide.

      Her late uncle’s house—her house now—waited for her there. A small patch of heaven overlooking the water and the marsh.

      It had been six years since he’d died. In a way, the house had withered and died too. The pink notices from the strict homeowner’s association came. Her last extension expired in a month. Fix it or be fined. Fines she couldn’t afford. Fines could lead to foreclosure.

      And then her uncle would roll over in his grave, claw his way to freedom and come back to haunt her.

      Oh, God. She had to keep the property. She’d promised. Saving her uncle’s property had come to symbolize all her failed commitments. For once in her life, she’d keep a personal commitment.

      Nearing the Texas border, her thoughts drifted to Scott and her failed seduction. Embarrassment and hurt feelings aside, she was also little incredulous. How many men would back away from a no-stings-no-worries sure thing? She wasn’t ever going to grace the cover of Vogue, but she wasn’t Quasimodo’s sister either.

      An occupational hazard of being a veterinarian was her annoying habit of comparing people to dog breeds. She was an Irish setter. Brownish-red hair, pretty in a sporty kind of way, with boundless energy. Scott was a yellow lab—single minded when at work, loyal, big-hearted.

      Her experiences with men brushed the border between good-girl and serial monogamist where it would stay for the foreseeable future since Scott had abruptly yanked one-night-stand off the table with a dull thud. Still, she knew men well enough to know when one wanted her. It had been Scott who’d brushed his lips across her palm not more than two weeks ago and looked at her with want and hunger in his Bimini blue eyes.

      So why had he stopped? Had she read him wrong?

      Maybe he’d just thought he wanted her. Or maybe deep down, he still held her responsible for Dan’s death. She laughed, though the sound clanked harshly in her ears like a cracked bell. If nothing else, she could take a subtle hint.

      Subtle. Like a two-by-four between the eyes.

      And the iceberg in the pit of her stomach came from the cold breakfast taco, not disappointment.

      Besides, she was crazier than a rabid raccoon if she thought jumping him would bump herself out of the friend-zone.

      Scott needed a large city like Houston to hone his surgical skills and build a national reputation. Even if by some miracle all the planets came into alignment and Scott fell in love with her and her tiny island suddenly became a booming metropolis, she owed it to him to stay away. She’d already destroyed one man. She couldn’t take responsibility for another.

      The rhythmic clacking of her tires on a worn-out section of interstate brought her focus back to the road. She’d crossed into Louisiana.

      The U-Haul bounced along behind her, exaggerating each crack and bump until she thought her spine would snap, and her fillings would shake loose. At the next exit, Audrey pulled her rig over to gas up, stretch her legs and pee.

      The mid-March heat radiated from the gas station blacktop, and her hair lapped against her cheeks in the breeze. Audrey brought her hand up to brush the loose strands out of her face and accidentally jammed her finger into the puffy line at her temple. The stab of pain was quick, and her whole head only throbbed for a beat or two.

      She propped up the handle of the nozzle with her gas cap and headed into the food mart. A silver car screeched to a halt inches from her knees. Where the purple hell had he come from? Her heart squeaked and skid like the car’s tires.

      Seriously? She cut the driver a look meant to intimidate an alpha dog and stepped into the store.

      At the counter, Audrey thumbed through a box of marked down greatest hits CDs next to the register and tried to ignore the embarrassing spread of drinks and snacks she’d laid out in front of her.

      She paid, took her bag, and dropped her change. Coins scattered, rolling, and spinning away. She slapped them down with her sneaker, and she bent to pick them up.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      Audrey glanced at the man squatting beside her. “Thanks, but I’ve got it.”

      He helped anyway. When he’d picked up the last of the coins, he locked his wiry fingers around Audrey’s wrist and kept her from rising. Then he gave her a broad smile, loosened his grip, turned her hand over, and placed the money into her palm. His grip tightened again as she pulled back.

      Her heart kicked up, and her suture line throbbed in sympathy. Several people milled around the store. Help was only a shout away. She stopped her mild struggle, swallowed her fear, and raised her eyes to his, determined he wouldn’t know he’d affected her.

      He released his grip, his smile calculating, not kind.

      He inclined his head towards the pumps. “You should watch where you’re going. I almost ran you down out there.”

      There might have been a veiled apology in his tone, but it sounded more like satisfaction.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t pull through the pumps like a bat out of hell.”

      Humor flashed in his eyes as she pushed past him and headed for the restrooms. “Out of hell.” He chuckled behind her. “Lady, you have no idea.”

      Audrey waited in the restroom, buying time for the man to leave. The knots between her shoulder blades didn’t relax until she was back in her truck with the doors locked.

      Under the best of circumstances, she was terrible with faces. After being rattled, she only had a flash of an impression—stray mutt, dirty blond hair in dire need of a cut. His baggy clothes made him look undernourished and road weary. His eyes, a sick shade of green.

      Her only vivid recollection was the tattoo around his ankle she’d spotted while picking up the coins—a black scorpion with its tail curved up over its back, its stinger long and misshapen. Four tattooed drops of crimson dripped from the tip, joining a pool of blood. The skin around one of the drops was inflamed as if it had added within the past couple days. Leave it to a veterinarian to notice the insignificant details.

      Audrey scoured the area around her. The silver car was nowhere in sight. She rubbed her damp palms on her jeans and pulled out of the station.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The spot behind the gas station’s dumpster hid Ridley’s car. He flicked the ash out of his open window and took another long drag as he watched her pull out and head east along the interstate.

      While she’d been in the restroom, he’d worked quickly, tapping a nail he’d found into her tire with the tail end of his ice pick.

      He’d taken a big risk. People and police were still twitchy after he’d killed the senator’s daughter. But he knew the bayous well enough to know that they wouldn’t be finding her body anytime soon. If there was anything left to find. Certainly, nothing to tie her to him.

      He’d researched enough to know what the crime scene experts looked for. He was smart enough not to keep little mementos—as much as he’d wanted to—and he was plain enough to be forgotten.

      Now the woman at the gas station? She was worth remembering. A powerful punch wrapped up in a tiny package. He’d caught the flash of fear, but she’d shut it down and looked him dead in the eye.

      She wasn’t meek.

      Wary, yes. Strong, stubborn. A woman who wouldn’t give up without a fight.

      The bruised wound at her hairline had made his dick twitch, his fingers tingle and slobber pool in his mouth like a damn dog, taunting him to taste it. This hunger must be sated.

      But he’d learned his lesson. This time, he would take it slow and make sure this woman knew exactly what level of hell she’d sunk into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      With the radio blasting, Audrey sang at the top of her lungs. After her duet with the Dixie Chicks, she gulped her diet cola to soothe the burning in her throat. Reaching for the CD holder on the passenger seat, Audrey saw Scott’s number displayed below the ‘missed call’ alert on her cell phone. She flipped the phone face down. No way was she calling him back yet. She was in a groove and enjoying herself. The long causeway over the Atchafalaya Basin was smooth, the tunes good, and she shoved Scott out of her brain with a metaphorical boot to his fine ass.

      The steering wheel jerked in her hand, and the truck lurched to the right. She gently braked and wrestled her truck to the narrow shoulder of the bridge. She stared out the windshield and then swallowed a few gulping breaths, loosened her death grip on the steering wheel, and talked her heart into climbing down from her throat.

      Throwing on the flashers, she lowered the windows to keep the cab cool, then climbed over the console and retrieved a single shoelace from her glove box and slid out the passenger side door.

      Her right front tire was a chewed, mangled mess like it had lost the first round with an alligator. So much for the good groove.

      Lace in hand, she tied her hair into a low ponytail and leaned over the concrete barrier. The dark, mysterious bayou meandered below. Tall cypress trees were jammed together, all feathery needles and knobby knees jabbing through the calm surface of the water.

      The thumping bass of a passing car zapped her back to reality. “One tire change coming right up.”

      From the back of the U-Haul, she pulled out her jack and tire iron and made quick work of the flat, thanks to one of the many lessons learned at an early age from her father. Lowering the jack, she heard a light honk and caught a flash of silver out of the corner of her eye. Her heart sunk so low it might drown in the bayou. Don’t be stupid. She slid the jack clear of the truck. It could be anybody.

      The silver car stopped on the shoulder in front of her and backed up. Her stomach somersaulted, and she swallowed down the slick taste of bile. This wasn’t just anybody.

      Scorpion-man from the gas station popped out and strode toward her.

      “Looks like you’ve got trouble.”

      “It’s all good.”

      He stopped four feet from her, rested a hip against the barrier and lit a cigarette. He squinted at her through the smoke. “You sure?”

      Audrey hefted the tire iron to her shoulder. “Positive.”

      It’s too public. He won’t try anything here. She hoped. “Lotta traffic today,” she said to him as she backed toward the end of the trailer.

      He glanced at the two lanes of cars passing them, nose to tail like a high-speed pony ride. He didn’t bother to respond.

      Audrey repacked only the jack but kept the tire iron. She felt better with a weapon in her hand. A quick peek around the side. He was still where she’d left him.

      Wiping the moisture and grime from her hands onto her blue jean shorts, she debated her next move. She tried to blame the nausea and cold sweat on her fuel-injected imagination roaring into overdrive. Not the first time her imagination had the upper hand—no thanks to her brother, Scott, and Dan and their childhood pranks.

      What to do? What to do? Did she use the direct approach and thank him for stopping? Or did she squeeze past the trailer and truck on the traffic side hoping to get into the driver’s seat before he noticed? She didn’t want to be rude.

      Rude is much better than dead. Audrey almost laughed as her imagination ran amuck, but the sound stuck like Velcro in her dry throat.

      She peeked around the edge of the trailer again, and while he was staring at something splashing in the water, she made her move and skirted the traffic side of the trailer, with her keys in one hand and the tire iron in the other. Why in the purple hell hadn’t she taken Scott up on his offer to pay to have her truck and belongings shipped so she could fly instead of drive?

      Fat lot of good a stubborn, independent streak does if you are dead.

      It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it. Pocket change when you had the kind of family money he did. And he was successful in his own right. But even as tight as money had been growing up, her family had never been one for handouts. Besides, no one would think twice about a man driving halfway across the country alone.

      But her pride was only a good thing when she managed not to trip all over it.

      She approached the space between the trailer and the truck in double time. Scorpion-man darted across the tongue of the trailer. She yelped, jumped back, and dropped her tire iron. But he was fast and strong like a rat terrier. His fingers sank into her forearm, sharp as fangs and yanked her to him as a semi-truck blew past.

      Her heart galloped, erratic and wild. Is this how the lamb feels when the wolf’s teeth sink into its jugular?

      But if he hadn’t grabbed her, she would have ended up like the dragonflies—a spot of colorful juice splashed on the semi’s grill.

      Better than being jammed up against him.

      His jeans were rough between her thighs; the heavy scent of cigarette tar clouded his breath. Despite all that, it was the grim satisfaction on his face she found the most objectionable.

      He dropped his grip, and she landed back on her heels. She hadn’t even had the chance to struggle. Her heart stuttered not knowing what to think. Proof that her early years with Matt and the boys had her seeing spooks where none existed. But she still had that swishy feeling in her belly as if she were grabbing onto the door knob, heading down to the basement in a bad Friday the 13th knockoff.

      “I should be going. My husband is expecting me,” she lied.

      His gaze shifted from her face to the left hand she’d eased into the hip pocket of her shorts. Don’t let him see you don’t have a ring.

      She left the tire iron on the road and took a step toward the driver’s side door, then another and another and another, and summoned every ounce of willpower she had not to sneak a glance over her shoulder. He was like a mean, nasty, junkyard dog and she’d just jumped his fence. If she didn’t show fear, she’d stay in one piece.

      She didn’t fumble with the key. Thank God. Eager to climb into the truck, she pulled her left hand from her pocket, used it to open the door, and slid in. She turned the key in the ignition and pulling the door closed behind her. The shlick sound of the automatic locks and the quiet purr of her engine were as sweet as Beethoven’s 5th Symphony on a starry summer night.

      He knocked on the doorsill, and she nearly jumped free of her kidneys. Purple hell! Automatic door locks did no good when the windows were down.

      “You dropped this.” He passed the tire iron through the window. Cars flew by him with inches to spare. She shifted her truck into drive, but the traffic and his car blocked her in.

      Slowly, he reached through the open window and pulled her left hand from the steering wheel. The one without the wedding band.

      Her cell phone rang out of reach on the seat beside her.

      “My husband.” Her voice a passable imitation of steady. She was determined to continue the ruse even though she’d be a fool to think he hadn’t noticed she didn’t even have the faintest hint of a line where a wedding band should be.

      He kissed the top of her ring finger. Mischief managed a lazy backstroke in his cesspool eyes. “Give my best to your husband.”

      Scorpion-man released her hand and jogged to his car. Voicemail picked up the call. He had Oklahoma plates, but her eyes refused to focus on the numbers. Maybe she should breathe into a paper bag or put her head between her legs because whatever her lungs were doing, it was borderline effective.

      A few minutes later a gap opened in the traffic and she urged her truck up to speed. She heard a polite honk as the silver car passed her on the left, quickly gaining distance as it weaved through the lanes of traffic.

      She swallowed down the grittiness in her throat brought on by the heat and the adrenaline. The warm diet Coke beckoned from the passenger seat beside her, but she wasn’t having any. She refused to stop again until she hit fumes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With her bladder full and her stomach empty, Audrey stopped on the outer edge of a motel parking lot in Mobile, Alabama. It was a little early to stop for the day, but she needed to get her tire fixed, and it had been one mother of a bad day. Even she had to confess driving alone at night wasn’t the safest thing for a woman to do, no matter how handy or liberated she was.

      The motel she chose must have been built sometime in the fifties or sixties by a Frank Lloyd Wright wannabe. It was a horseshoe-shaped construction of dull brown brick and weathered wood and glass. It might have looked modern at the time, but now the white paint on the trim was yellowed and flaking like a bad case of dandruff. In its defense, the grounds looked clean enough—somewhere between not-too-seedy and the Ritz. Perfect for her budget.

      After a quick check-in, she disconnected the trailer and dropped her tire off at a shop for repairs. On the way back, Audrey tanked up with gas and checked her fluid levels. Back in her room, she ordered dinner with a very large, very cold, diet Coke.

      Mashing two pillows against the headboard, she leaned back. The mattress was lumpy and probably from the mid-century as well. Her muscles whined, complained, and cried out like a nap-deprived toddler, but at least she didn’t suffer from whiplash. Shocking, considering the number of times she’d done a double take and scanned her mirrors each time she’d caught a flash of silver out of the corner of her eye. All the worry had been for nothing. The remainder of the drive she’d spent completely alone.

      With the TV clicker in hand, she surfed past the cop and talk shows in favor of a Seinfeld rerun...in Spanish. The food arrived just as her cell phone rang. Scott. Had to be. All the other calls had been from him. She’d call him as soon as she finished dinner. Really.

      At the knock on the door, she glanced through the peephole then opened it.

      And froze.

      In a parking space across the lot from her room was a silver car with the driver’s side door hanging wide open. The setting sun made it impossible to see who sat inside.

      “Ma’am?” The delivery boy shuffled his considerable weight side to side. “Everything all right?”

      She heard him, but she didn’t have enough air to breathe, much less enough to talk. She stared at the car. An elderly man with a cane hobbled out. A tiny, slightly hysterical bubble of laughter escaped her.

      “Ma’am?” the boy said again. “That’ll be seven-sixty-three.”

      Audrey snapped her attention back to the teen and bowed her lips in what she hoped approximated a reassuring smile. From the balled-up nest of bills from her front pocket, she pulled out a twenty and pressed it into his hands and grabbed the food. “Keep the change.”

      He squinted at her as if she’d gone half-mad. Maybe she had.

      She closed and locked the door. Okay. Dial down the imagination, West. Scorpion-man had to be hundreds of miles away by now.

      Settling on the bed, she inhaled the jaw-cracking thick cheeseburger and vat of fries and washed down the grease with her diet Coke.

      She stared at her cell phone on the small dresser next to the television and blew out a salty breath. She couldn’t stay mad at him. Whatever his reasons were, he’d been right to stop her. And after the day she’d just had, she needed to hear his voice, hear the deep rumble of his laughter and have it warm the part inside of her the stranger had turned so cold.

      And, God help her, despite everything, she still wanted more than that from him.
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      At home in his den, Scott slumped on the couch with a Scotch in one hand and his phone in the other, his feathers ruffled, and half plucked out. She’s got this. Stop the mother hen worrying.

      Should he call her? Again? What if it goes to voicemail? You gonna leave another message begging her to call? Why the hell hadn’t she called back? Hurt? Ignoring him? Dead?

      He’d be damned if he was going to call her again. Duck-fuck that’s what this was. Matt’s term for turning something promising into a disaster.

      Wouldn’t be a surprise to Scott’s father. Anything Scott had ever done had turned into a disaster or at least parental disappointment. Good grades had never been good enough, so eventually, he’d stopped trying. It wasn’t until high school when Scott became friends with Matt and hung out at the West’s home that his outlook on life in general, and school in particular, improved.

      Matt’s father had set Scott straight. Explained how it took a man to consciously decide to better himself and ultimately the only person Scott had to work hard for and prove anything to was himself.

      Scott had never been talked to like a man. Hell, he’d hardly been talked to like a person. He’d swallowed Mr. West’s advice until the man had him gut hooked. Within a semester, his grades had never been better.

      Scott swirled his drink. His father had been so consumed with his step-mother, he’d had nothing left to give to his son.

      Except a fucking hard time.

      Piss on his father. He refused to lease him any more mental space. He dropped his head on the back of the sofa. His thoughts shifted back to Audrey. To the debacle. She’d made herself vulnerable in the most intimate of ways, and he’d twisted it around and stabbed her with it. Audrey had every right to be furious with him.

      He hadn’t hurt her on purpose.

      Never on purpose.

      If she’d only waited until he’d gotten off work, maybe then he could have explained to her what was in his heart.

      Yeah. Right.

      Who was he trying to kid? Talking about his thoughts, his feelings, well, he’d rather have the flesh stripped from his bones, layer by layer. At least then he wouldn’t feel so exposed. His step-mother had taught him at a very tender age love was just some word grown-ups tossed around. The word certainly wasn’t something anyone really meant.

      She’d told him he’d understand when he was older. At the time he hadn’t understood, but he’d remembered, and he’d noticed how she used the word for many things, jewelry, a new outfit, well-aged Glenlivet, but never for him.

      Scott smelled his whiskey. It was her smell. The same scent that had surrounded her every day like fermented perfume.

      Maybe he was just like her. Incapable of love.

      No. At least be honest with yourself.

      He loved. Fiercely. In that way, he was more like his father then.

      He didn’t know if that made him feel better or worse.

      He heaved his tumbler at the fireplace, shattering the crystal and leaving a trail of whiskey dripping down the dark slate tile. Shoving off the couch, he left the shards and headed for the bathroom. Maybe a long shower would soothe his temper. The six-mile run certainly hadn’t.

      Stepping into the shower, Scott cranked the temperature knob all the way to blue. Against the cool tiles of the stall, he braced his palms and hung his head. The frigid water pelted his neck and shoulders, raising goose bumps as they scoured the muscles along his spine.

      When he raised his head, it swam. His stomach churned, and the blood in his veins still ran hot. He tried convincing himself it was the alcohol. He knew better.

      He was worried.

      No. He’d passed worried and had rounded the corner on stone-cold fear. While she’d fared well during the night, rousing easily each time he’d checked on her, something could have gone wrong during the drive. What if she’d developed problems? What if she wasn’t ignoring him? What if she’d lost consciousness and driven off the road? Or into a bayou?

      He groaned and darted his paranoia with a tranquilizer. She was fine. He was almost sure of it.

      But what if she isn’t?

      Shit. Scott cut off the water and threw a towel around his waist. He had to know Audrey was okay and if he made a fool of himself by calling her again then hell, he’d be delighted to throw on the colorful pointy hat, wear the clinging tights and play the lute if she’d only answer the damn phone.

      The carpet under his feet grew damp as he dialed and paced. After the fourth ring, she finally answered. He hissed out a long breath and the boa constricting his chest had a little mercy on him.

      If he could have reached through the phone and throttled her, he would have. And if he hadn’t been so relieved to hear her voice, he would have laid into her. There were so many things he wanted to say, they all tangled on his tongue. A wad of letters and half-thought thoughts.

      “Scott, I can hear you breathing so I know you’re there.” She sounded tired, strained. “Look, Scott, I’m sorry—”

      Christ. He didn’t want an apology. “How…how’s the trip going?”

      Scott tugged the towel from his body and dried his dripping hair. If anything, he was the one who should apologize, but it didn’t seem right not to do it face to face, so he pretended he hadn’t heard her.

      She hesitated before she answered. It was slight. Someone who didn’t know her as well as he did might not have caught it. “I got a flat tire on the Atchafalaya Bridge in Louisiana. Other than that, it was pretty uneventful.”

      The hairs on his neck clicked their heels, stood straight, and gave him a brisk salute. She hadn’t told him everything. “Anything else?”

      Scott gazed out his bedroom window, but all he could see in the darkness was his reflection. He looked like shit.

      “Besides the condescending Neanderthal at the tire store who thought I didn’t know my ass from asbestos? No.”

      He smiled to himself. He had to give Audrey an ‘A’ for effort. But why did she bother lying to him? She couldn’t lie to save her life. Something had happened, but she seemed no worse for the wear, so he let it go without comment.

      “You’ll let me know when you get there tomorrow, so I know you’ve arrived safely.”

      It was a statement, not a question.

      “Sure thing, Dad.”

      He chuckled. “Bye, love.”
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      Audrey ended the call, letting her breath out on a ragged sigh. Did he have any idea what it did to her when he called her ‘love’?

      If only he meant it.

      After this morning, she couldn’t deny the truth. Scott said it out of habit, nothing more. And she’d been more than happy to shelve her apology and pretend the morning had never happened. Not very mature of her, but her bruised pride could use a little extra time to mend.

      As for Scorpion-man, she had no intention of ever telling Scott about him. Nothing he could do about it anyway. The man had creeped her out, but it was over. No harm, no foul.

      Just hearing Scott’s voice, though, had made her feel safer and stronger somehow. Made her heart finally tick down to a normal resting rate, and shove the hippo off her chest so she could breathe easier.

      Audrey stepped to the window and parted the blinds. The sun sat behind the A-frame rooftop of the restaurant across from the motel. The parking lot was still partially backlit from the sun, but there were no other silver cars in the crowded motel parking lot.

      The cheap drapes gapped in the middle. Nothing she could do about that. Nothing to fear. She refused to let her childhood imaginations have her seeing a boogeyman where none existed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At a weary roadside diner across from the sleepy motel, Ridley nursed his mug of coffee. He hadn’t lost her when he’d pulled off the highway so she could pass and he could slip in behind her.

      The red and gold-flecked vinyl bench squeaked as he settled back and rested his foot on the seat across from him. With his fingers, he enlarged the opening in the dusty mini-blinds and watched as his woman closed the drapes to her room. Settled in for the night.

      He threw a five-dollar bill on the table and scurried out the side door. He had a shit-load of things to do before he could sleep. Not that he would. Much. During a game sleep never came easy.

      First, he had to ditch the car. Seemed a shame since he’d only boosted it the day before, but he couldn’t risk her seeing him again. Not yet.

      At a do-it-yourself car wash, he detailed the interior, wiped down any surface he might have touched and vacuumed any hairs or fibers he might have left behind. The cleaning was critical. No fucking way was he going to prison. His stomach felt thin and doughy. And no way fucking way would he ever be on the receiving end of a muscle-bound bastard’s attentions. Not Ever. He’d die first.

      The muggy air sat heavy in his lungs. Mosquitoes dive-bombed his head. He plotted and schemed and worked up a sweat and a boner-inducing adrenaline rush.

      After finishing with the car, he pulled into the parking lot of the local twenty-four-hour discount store and dumped his old car, picked up a few items and lifted his new ride on the way out.

      One-stop shopping.

      The new car was one step up from a piece-of-shit tin can on wheels, but the tan paint made it bland and unremarkable. With a little more luck he would follow that sweet tail of hers wherever it led him, with her none the wiser.

      He couldn’t afford to be recognized, so he cut and dyed his hair in the men’s room of a gas station. The trim was jagged and rough, but it would do for now. His green contact lenses he flushed down the toilet, revealing eyes the color of buckskin. His father’s eyes. Evil eyes.

      In a week, his beard will grow out enough to make his jaw look squarer. He didn’t have an imposing build, but his muscles were lean, strong. His baggy clothes that he’d tossed in the dumpster behind the gas station had camouflaged his frame. His new shorts and tank top clung to his body like a hooker on a rich john, making him look bigger.

      The next time she saw him, he should remind her nothing like the mess of man she’d seen.

      At midnight, he plopped down cash for a room at her motel, sporting a mat of hair dyed the same shade of brown as the muddy Mississippi.

      He was exhausted, but this was a new game. Adrenaline dripped into his system slow and steady keeping his heart rate ramped and his nerves twitchy. He wouldn’t sleep anytime soon.

      Tucking the round tin of snuff into the pocket of his shorts, he stepped outside into the humid Alabama night. He craved a cigarette. Wanted the burn, the bitter smoke, but the less he was like his previous self, the better.

      Insects in the overgrown hedges quieted as he rounded the corner. A man approached, and Ridley slipped into the shadows of a stairwell next to a humming soda machine and ice maker and waited for the bleary-eyed trucker to pass.

      He continued his walk and cussed himself when he later found himself standing in front of her window. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. What was it about her that had him taking such an enormous risk? If he didn’t get his shit together, then he might as well call the cops himself, bend over, and take it up the ass.

      But the small gap in her blinds...one quick peek. Just one.

      Light glowed from under her bathroom door leaving her in shadows. All he could tell was she was asleep on her side, a thin sheet clinging to the curves of her body. Each second he stole from her, his anticipation, his hard-on grew. He shifted himself under his tight shorts.

      No sleep tonight.

      Watching her, he lost all sense of time. Condensation dripped from the air conditioner unit and soaked the toe of his shoe. Fuck. He’d passed carelessness and slid right into recklessness.

      He turned away from her window and spat. The shot of tobacco sent a tree roach scurrying past her door. He smiled.

      Game on.
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