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A mysterious man with a shrouded past who wants nothing more than to be left alone.

A single mother on the run from a powerful, malevolent crime syndicate.

One’s life is in danger; the other stopped living long ago; only together can either hope for salvation.

It was all Reyna could do to balance the demands of life as an emergency room nurse with providing for her son. Becoming a mother had meant walking away from not only the carefree life of partying and nightclubs, but also the dream of her own happily ever after. However, it was a decision she vowed to never regret. She was determined to build a life for her son that would make her father proud. She certainly never expected that a random patient on an otherwise unremarkable weeknight could so completely upend her life.

Bruce had finally found the life he had been seeking. He had his land, his dog, and his books. No one expected anything from him ... or even took much notice of his existence. He occasionally found himself in a position to help the fellow citizens of the tiny town where he had settled, but they were content to let him disappear again once the deed was done. No one ever asked about his past, or the ghosts of all those he was directed to eliminate who greeted him each time he closed his eyes.

When Reyna realized just how much danger she was facing, she took her son and left Miami without hesitation. But her decisiveness seemed all for naught when her pursuers forced her car off the highway. She woke to discover that a mysterious man rescued them before disappearing again despite his own injuries. Her quest to thank the enigmatic man who saved them soon spiraled out of control; due both to the dogged efforts of the villainous forces sworn to see her dead, and what she discovered as she got to know the stalwartly independent, terrifyingly capable and downright grumpy man known to the town only as Bruce.

Found Wanting is the tale of a woman who finds herself caught between running for her life and the growing urge to save a man so consumed by the mistakes of his past that he gave up living, even if his body never got the message. One spent a lifetime dreaming of finding happily ever after; the other was just annoyed the ‘after’ part hadn’t happened yet; together, they have found themselves in the crosshairs of a man anxious to deliver them both to the afterlife. All that remains to be seen is whether they will discover in time that the growing attraction they share might be their only hope; not only for survival ... but for true love.

Author’s note:

This novel is a slow-burn, dual-POV dark romantic thriller. Make no mistake, this novel delves into some weighty subject matter. Trigger warnings for significant on-page violence, depression and suicidal ideation. 

All sensuality (on page or otherwise) takes place between characters who are eighteen or older.
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Reyna

“Oh, great! Real bullets!” Reyna Lewiston quoted as she studied the rapidly darkening sky through her front windshield. “Wouldn’t have minded in the least if we skipped our regularly scheduled three o-clock rain-shower today, Florida.” She glanced down at the fuel gauge whose needle was rapidly approaching empty on her ancient hatchback and muttered, “Just fucking perfect.”

She glanced in her review mirror, once again wondering if her imagination was playing tricks on her. She had been on the road for over three hours, and she felt certain she would explode if her anxiety climbed any higher. A glance at her surroundings told her relief might be a long time coming. She had lived her entire life in the country’s most southeastern state but could still sometimes be surprised by how empty parts of it were. She had once road tripped to the Pacific, and while Florida could not compare to sections of Texas where you could go a hundred kilometers with no sight of civilization, it was not far removed.

She pushed the button on her phone to activate her virtual ‘assistant’ and barked, “How long until the next fuel station?”

“Thirty-seven minutes along present course,” the unsettlingly realistic computer responded cheerfully.

She groaned in frustration and shifted uncomfortably in her seat, cursing the ‘biggest size you’ve got’ coffee she had ordered upon departing Miami. She spotted a sign for an upcoming exit but quickly realized it was the ‘drive ten minutes out of your way to hit up a fuel station built when leaded gas was still a thing’ type as opposed to the ‘every imaginable convenience within a few hundred meters of the expressway’ type. She nearly convinced herself to just keep going before her bladder filed a strenuous objection. She swerved across the right lane to take the exit, narrowly avoiding a slow-moving SUV in the process.

Reaching the bottom of the exit ramp, she saw that her suspicions were correct. A small sign was posted by the side of the road which indicated that a fuel station could be found twelve kilometers to the west. She nearly pulled back on to the expressway but a small sign indicating the speed limit was one-hundred kilometers per hour convinced her otherwise. She turned left and floored the accelerator, the pitiful three-cylinder whine of her engine complaining in protest as she sped toward her destination.

Ten minutes later, she gratefully drove into a dilapidated service station. She pulled up to a pump and extracted her precious cargo from the rear of the vehicle before dashing inside in search of a restroom. The smell was unpleasant, but not nearly so bad as she had feared. Nevertheless, she touched as little as possible while hurriedly attending to the urgent business at hand.

She emerged to find a bearded man eyeing her car suspiciously from a rocking chair near the fuel station’s front door. She hurried past him to re-stow her cargo. As she closed the back door, she heard a pointed throat-clearing come from behind her which sent an icy sliver of fear shooting down her spine.

“You gonna buy anything?” a gravelly voice grunted.

“Uh...yeah...” Reyna stammered.

She popped open the fuel cover and grabbed a nozzle to top off her tank. Moments later, the flow cut off when her tank reached capacity. The man wandered over and peaked at the readout on the pump.

“There’s a ten-dollar minimum,” he grumped.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Reyna snapped. “The tank’s full. Benefits of an efficient engine, I guess.”

“How efficient?”

“Twenty kilometers per liter, give or take. I can go eight hundred kilometers on a full tank.”

“Good for you. How’d you like Alligator Alley?”

Reyna glanced around nervously before saying, “How’d you know I came from the east?”

“Can’t get mosquito hits like that coming down I-75,” he said gesturing to her windscreen which was covered in insectoid remains.

“Oh. Um...it was fine. Listen, I’ve really got to get going. Can’t I just pay ten bucks for the gas?”

“Fair enough. Where you headed?”

“Um...west.”

“Ain’t much more west you can go. The gulf’s only a few minutes from here.”

“Thanks a lot,” Reyna huffed as she climbed into the driver’s seat and hurried away.

In fitting with the falsehood she had used with the fuel station attendant, she turned west. But she quickly discovered just how right he was when the road she traveled dead ended into the placid water of the Gulf of Mexico, shimmering in the late afternoon sun. She turned north along the road which followed the shoreline but quickly found herself impossibly lost. Belatedly, she fired up the navigation app on her phone and, after nearly an extra hour of driving, found her way back to the expressway.

By this point it was getting dark, and she knew that her goal of making it to the state line before stopping was in serious jeopardy. She had chosen the less direct route intentionally, intending to hug the west coast rather than the more direct path of utilizing the turnpike. She did this in hopes of eluding the pursuit she knew instinctively must be searching for her, both by using the less logical route and by staying off the road where, by design, every vehicle was carefully tracked.

A quick calculation in her head told her that Alabama was still at least ten hours distant. In her younger years, she would have pushed on without hesitation. After all, back then staying up until five in the morning was child’s play. But the young woman capable of such feats no longer bore any resemblance to the serious person at the wheel of her vehicle.

She continued to head north, paying close attention to the billboards in hopes of finding a place to stop which sat comfortably between ‘way out of her budget’ and ‘definitely going to get ringworm’.

Passing Tampa two hours later, she still had not found a suitable candidate. A stop for food had seemingly buoyed her stamina and she was now considering pushing through to the panhandle since she knew there was little to find along the state’s west coast beyond sleepy vacation towns.

Once the sky transitioned from dusk to fully dark, it did not take long for Reyna to begin doubting the wisdom of her strategy. The oncoming headlights were starting to dazzle her, and she started working her way through the standard list of things to do when one feels their focus slipping behind the wheel. Rolling her window down did nothing but fill the car with humidity, which only made her sleepier. She tried listening to fascist talk radio for a bit, which certainly got her blood boiling, but it did not take long to decide the headache she was getting was worse than being drowsy.

It was in the midst of her futile efforts to regain her alertness that she noticed the car which had started to overtake her had matched speeds and was holding station to her left. She glanced over and was overcome with a sense of foreboding when recognition bloomed in the eyes of the luxury pickup’s passenger.

“God damnit,” she muttered quietly.

She looked around anxiously for some sign of salvation, but all she saw was the headlights of her fellow travelers. The road she traveled was a four lane B-road which ran along the coast. There were no exits to offer salvation, only endless blacktop occasionally interrupted by small towns which had not been fortunate enough to exist near one of the state’s many interstate highways.

Reyna tried to calm her nerves and convince herself she had been mistaken, but she soon felt her car accelerate, is if on its own. She remembered back to a driving demonstration her father had designed for her as part of her lengthy process of learning to operate a motor vehicle. He had pulled alongside a random vehicle on the highway, but matched speeds with them instead of passing. He had then slowly increased his speed until the vehicle in the right lane had accelerated by twenty-five kilometers per hour. He had explained it was far more often a subconscious act on the part of the other driver, rather than them being intentionally difficult, although there was certainly plenty of that in south Florida.

She glanced down at the speedometer and saw she was going twenty percent over the speed limit. More worryingly, the truck she had noticed was holding station in the lane beside her. She cast a worried glance in their direction, only to find the car’s passenger still staring at her with eyes that sent a spike of fear coursing through her body.

Casting a look to the horizon offered no comfort. In fact, she seemed to be quite literally in the middle of nowhere. Not even the sky held a hint of civilization, only inky blackness in every direction. Her phone’s GPS was of no help as it only suggested that her next turn would not happen for several hours.

She thought about calling the police, but what would she tell them? That another car was also driving on the highway? The question would not be if they would hang up on her, it was whether or not they would laugh at her before or after.

She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced back at the pickup to find that it was much closer now. Less than a meter separated her door from theirs and she felt like the menacing passenger could easily see right down into her pitiful hatchback.

A deafening rumble rang out from beneath the truck’s hood as the driver accelerated sharply. He swerved into the lane in front of her and braked hard. It was no trouble for her to slow her own, much lighter car, but that knowledge did little to quell her rising panic.

The truck accelerated again, spinning its tires slightly in an attempt to regain some momentum. Reyna slowed, hoping someone would come up behind her and offer a measure of safety, but the review mirror offered no hint for salvation.

The truck swerved abruptly and cut across the median before speeding south. She watched the taillights fade in her review mirror and breathed a sigh of relief.

“How in the fuck did they find me?” she whispered to the heavens.

Just as she thought she had seen the last of the truck, the taillights flared in the distance behind her before disappearing altogether. She feared for the worst and stomped her foot down on the accelerator. Her phone said the next town was only ten minutes away. If she threw caution to the wind, she could make it there in half the time. Or she thought grimly, perhaps she would get pulled over which would be an ironically welcome turn of events.

Her little hatchback topped out at a bit less than two-hundred kilometers per hour as she sped north. She had the first inkling of spotting the light pollution of an approaching city when the sight she had been dreading appeared in her review mirror.

“Fuck,” she breathed.

The headlights grew rapidly in her mirror until she was nearly blinded. She tried to focus on the road but that quickly became impossible as the truck slammed into the back of her car.

“Are you fucking crazy?” she shouted as she sawed at the wheel in a desperate effort to regain control.

A snap of the wheel to the right which would have made her father beam with pride gave her a measure of traction and she quickly got the vehicle back under control. She looked around for the truck, confused by the fact that the larger vehicle’s headlights were no longer filling the cabin of her car with blinding light. She had just spotted a movement out of the corner of her eye when the truck smashed into her passenger’s side rear-quarter-panel. She fought for control once more, but it was for naught. The truck outweighed her tiny hatchback by at least a tonne. She felt her rear wheels break loose and her car wrapped around the front of the larger vehicle as though in a deadly dance.

Once the hatchback broke contact with the truck, it started losing speed quickly due to its sideways slide. Just as Reyna started to cut the wheel in an attempt to break free of the skid, she heard a crunch and felt the intensely disconcerting sensation of the loss of gravity. She was still trying to determine what had happened when her car struck the water.
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Bruce

“What now?” Bruce whispered gruffly to his indefatigable companion in response to the latter’s sudden fit of barking. “Did the aliens finally come to abduct you, you jumpy bastard?”

The barking stopped as Charlie sniffed anxiously at the air before beginning to trot west. Bruce watched him for a moment before shrugging and saying, “You’d best get it all out of your system, or you’re sleeping outside again.”

He gave no thought to trying to reign in the stubborn quadruped, having long ago learned that trying to call the young bloodhound back to his side was next to impossible once he heard, or even worse smelled, something which he decided was out of place.

Bruce continued along his normal path tracing the fence line despite the loss of his companion and the lack of illumination. It was something he did at least daily, no exceptions. The current check of the perimeter had led to the discovery of a young calf from their neighbor to the north caught in the fence. Freeing the animal had taken only a few moments but it had taken over an hour to repair the damage to the ancient fencing. The repair had left them walking in total darkness as they completed the check, not that it made much difference. The moon was half past new, and the late afternoon heat had burned off the cloud cover following an afternoon shower. The illumination was not quite sufficient to read a book, but it more than sufficed for navigation across the property he knew down to every tree and stump. His property sat firmly wedged in what he thought of as the forgotten part of Florida. Far from the beaches and theme parks, this land was dedicated, for the most part, to cattle farming. Upon retirement, Bruce had found a thousand hectares of land deemed too rocky to be of much use to livestock and too remote to attract the attention of the land developers always looking to find the perfect piece of land to build their latest retirement community.

He reached the northwest corner of his land and turned left along the creek which marked his northern border. The fence here was less likely to be trifled with, at least by cattle. The southern bank to the creek was steep and the walking steaks tended to frown on attempting the descent. It had been several minutes since Charlie had taken off when he heard his mournful howl drifting in the breeze. He picked up his pace without a second thought. Charlie was as apt as any dog to overreact to the slightest stimuli, but his howl was reserved for situations where he seemed convinced there was genuine danger.

Bruce set his pace at ten kilometers per hour in the knowledge that he would likely need to run for a while. His property was not big by cattle ranching standards, but he knew his body well enough to know that sprinting was only effective for up to a few hundred meters, and whatever Charlie had found was further away than that. The sound of Charlie’s howling came from the west, so Bruce continued along the bank of the creek.

The sound of tires squealing brought Bruce to a halt. He commanded his breathing to be silent and closed his eyes to focus his senses on his hearing. A V8 engine revving; the softer sound of a much smaller internal combustion engine; the chirp of tires struggling to adhere to the road. He resumed his jog, albeit with a bit more urgency. He thought it likely some teenagers with more money than sense were playing a dangerous game on the highway. More than a few had thought the long open stretches of well-maintained road were perfect for testing their driving abilities. The local cops tended to lighten the wallets of such fools quite regularly, but that did not stop the occasional roadside monument from being erected every few months when someone found out the hard way that the rules of the road existed for a reason.

Bruce had nearly reached where his property terminated at the highway easement when he heard the crunch of two cars colliding. The sound came from the south, but he could spot two pairs of headlights in the direction and neither seemed to be maintaining their lane. In an instant, another thunderous rev of a V8 echoed off the sparse trees of his land. This was immediately followed by the lower pair of headlights swinging wildly around as the two vehicles collided again. He watched helplessly as the larger vehicle drove the smaller toward the bridge which crossed the river meters to his north, only backing off when the smaller vehicles fate was sealed. He broke into a run towards the water, his feet splashing through the thick mud of the bank just as the smaller car smashed into the embankment above.

The car landed on its side after barrel-rolling through the air thanks to hitting the embankment side-on. In a moment, an eerie silence descended, marked only by the sound of the second vehicle racing away. He rushed into the water, not failing to notice the smoke which was billowing out from under the hood.

The car had come to rest in waist-deep water, resting on the driver’s side. He could hear no movement within meaning the driver had been, at best, knocked unconscious. He chinned himself up using the edge of the roof and peered inside, but it was for naught thanks to the lack of sunlight and the murky water. He dropped inside and freed the safety belt, pulling the driver out of the water and feeling for a heartbeat along the carotid artery. He felt the faintest hints of what might have been a pulse, but he could detect no breathing.

He wrapped an arm around the driver’s midsection, a dim part of his brain supplying the fact that she was a woman, before climbing out of the car using the passenger’s seat like a ladder. Shifting her up and over his shoulder into a fireman’s carry, he hopped off the roof into the river, allowing the water to break his fall somewhat. He hurried to the bank and laid her down on her side.

He started to check for a pulse again, but Charlie chose this moment to announce his presence. The bloodhound raced up and started barking maniacally. Bruce glanced around nervously, recognizing his companion’s bark as the ‘shit’s fucked up’ variant. Charlie bounded over to the river, his barking never quieting. Bruce looked from the woman to the car, and back, several times before he muttered an oath and raced back into the water.

***
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BRUCE’S TRUCK SLID to a stop at the ambulance entrance to the local hospital. He tapped out S.O.S. on his horn before he began unfastening his cargo. A nurse burst through the doors, the ‘I’m gonna tear someone a new asshole’ look vanishing instantly from her face after assessing the situation.

She plucked a phone from her pocket and barked, “I need everyone not currently with a patient out here right now!”

A flurry of activity commenced and within moments, Bruce was left alone with the nurse who had appeared first.

She regarded him intently for a moment before saying, “Come with me,” in a tone that left no room for argument.

Bruce shrugged and followed her inside. She led him to a small office adjacent to the nurses’ station and gestured to a chair before taking her own seat behind the desk. Bruce slid the chair out of the way and stood in its place, his feet shoulder width apart and his hands hanging easily at his sides.

“Sit,” the nurse ordered. “You look exhausted.”

“I’m covered in mud,” he grunted. “I’ll spare you the cleaning bill.”

“Have it your way,” she sighed. “What happened?”

“She was driven off the road. Perp was driving a larger vehicle, likely a truck or SUV, although it could have also been a van. V8. Naturally aspirated. There were two collisions: one your garden variety rear-end type and the other a pit maneuver. It was the second which sent her car over the barrier and into the water. Car caught fire after it went into the river. She was submerged when I got to her, about thirty seconds after she went into the water. Cleared the airway once I got her out of there and she started breathing again on her own. I suspect concussion, minor burns and perhaps some broken bones but recommend a full work-up.” He flipped his wrist up to check his watch before continuing, “Her vehicle hit the water twenty-one minutes ago.”

“You live nearly twenty minutes away,” the nurse observed. “And the northwest corner of your land is hell and gone from your house.”

Bruce raised an eyebrow before adding, “Are you suggesting I deserve a traffic citation, or questioning my recollection.”

She groaned in frustration before saying, “Would you like to go see her?”

Bruce shook his head and said, “That won’t be necessary. The sheriff knows where to find me, should he wish to discuss my unsafe driving.”

“I was just funning with you, Bruce.”

His gaze bore into her, but his expression remained hard. “This wasn’t an accident.”

She nodded and said, “I’ll call the sheriff. You willing to hang around until he gets here?”

“Negative. He’ll have to come out to my place anyway.”

She sighed before replying, “I figured as much.” She looked at him closer before continuing, “That isn’t all mud on your arms, is it?”

“As I said, her car caught fire.”

“Come with me, we’ve got an empty room back there. I want to get those burns cleaned up and give the doc a chance to take a look.”

Bruce shook his head firmly and said, “It’s nothing. Will there be anything else?”

“You did a great thing tonight, Bruce. You should be proud. Doubtless, the mayor will want to give you another citation.”

“Tell him to put it with the others.”

“This town should know what you’ve done for them,” she insisted. “And you deserve some recognition.”

“Hardly,” he grunted. He paused for a moment longer before saying, “Thank you for all you do for this community, Janice. Please pass along my thanks to your colleagues as well. Have a pleasant evening.”

He then strode out of her office purposefully. He heard his name called a few times as he walked toward his truck, but the voices did not seem to be in distress, so he ignored them. As he climbed into his truck, he hissed in pain as his forearm struck the steering wheel. He looked down at his arm and saw the telltale blistering of a large second-degree burn.

Bruce spent the trip home planning out the steps he would need to go through when he arrived to prevent sepsis. His medical kit was, to his recollection, sufficiently stocked with brushes, iodine, gauze and tape to do the job on both his arms, but he would likely need to venture into town in the coming days to replace the not insignificant amount of materials he projected to expend dealing with his current situation. The fact that it would be excruciating did not enter into his calculations.

Charlie met him at the gate and trotted happily alongside the truck as he drove toward the house. As he climbed out, he tossed the canine a treat from the stash he kept in the glove box and muttered, “You did good tonight.”
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Reyna

“That Night Train is a mean wine,” Reyna quoted numbly as she tried to remember what could have possessed her to get blackout drunk. Her head felt as though it was now home to a colony of silkworms who were having their five favorite heavy metal bands over for tea and crumpets.

As she laid in bed trying to collect her wits, flashes of recollection started to pierce the fog in her mind.

The screeching of tires.

The crunch of metal.

The roar of the engine.

The explosion of glass.

The coolness of the water.

In an instant, recollection flooded her brain. She surged up to a sitting position, the stings in her arm forgotten as soon as they happened.

“Alton!” she gasped through parched lips.

Opening her eyes revealed that she was in a hospital room. She fumbled around for the call button, stabbing it in panicked desperation. The door opened to reveal a woman silhouetted by the hallway lights.

“Hello there,” and alto voice greeted her. “How are you feeling?”

“Where’s Alton?” Reyna rasped.

The nurse quickly approached the bed and took Reyna’s hand. She smiled warmly and said, “He’s fine. He’s in the next room.”

“I must see him!”

The nurse gave Reyna a quick once-over, adjusting a few of the wires attached to her after reattaching the ones Reyna had pulled loose, before saying, “I’ll go get him. Just a moment.”

She left the door open, so Reyna could hear him before he rounded the corner holding the nurse’s hand tightly. When she saw him, he yanked his hand free and rushed to her bedside. Before either Reyna or the nurse could tell him not to, he climbed on to the bed and gripped his mother tightly.

She hugged him tight and whispered, “Hey, baby.”

He looked up at her with eyes so big and blue she could melt into them, and a sob threatened to escape her throat at the worry she saw there. But she knew that the last thing her little man needed was to worry even more.

She tried her best to put on a brave face and said, “How do you feel?”

He shrugged and said, “Thirsty.”

“We tried to give him some juice, but he wasn’t having it.”

“Yucky,” he declared.

“I’m sure they’re very sorry about the juice being a little sour. Are you hungry?”

He shook his head and burrowed deeper into her.

The nurse whispered, “We offered him some toast, but he said he wasn’t hungry. I suspect he’s just a bit overwhelmed by all the new faces.”

“He’s normally a little too friendly with strangers. You’re sure he’s ok?”

“Unquestionably. All his vitals are good. No sign of concussion. CT scan is clear. I suspect he could use a nap,” she gestured to where Alton was rapidly losing his battle with consciousness against her before continuing, “and he’ll likely be famished when he wakes up, but he’s fine. You, on the other hand...”

For the first time, Reyna gave her body a once over. She was covered in leads and had an IV in her right hand. Her left hand was heavily wrapped. As her inspection continued, she shook her head in what she realized was her fifth or sixth attempt to shake loose the cobwebs filling her head.

She looked at the nurse suspiciously and asked, “What did you give me?”

“Fluids for your dehydration. Antibiotics for the gash on your shoulder. Painkillers for...everything. You had a heck of an evening.”

“How...what...where am I?”

“You’re in Accassihiapa...”

“Where?” Reyna cut her off.

The nurse regarded her for a moment before saying, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

Reyna shook her head before a grim expression settled over her features. She whispered, “A truck. It forced us off the road.”

The nurse nodded and said, “You went over the barrier and into the water. Your arm isn’t broken, by the way. But your wrist is pretty badly sprained. You’ve also got a mild concussion.”

“How long was I out?”

“Thirty-seven minutes.”

“That’s very specific. How’d the EMT’s come up with that number?”

“They didn’t. A...citizen...brought you in. It was his property you ended up on after you went off the road. He happened to be close by when the accident happened.”

“Oh,” Reyna stammered as she tried to make sense of everything she was being told. Almost subconsciously, she started feeling around Alton’s tiny body.

The nurse reached out to touch Reyna’s uninjured arm and said, “He really is fine. Listen, there’s a few people who want to speak with you if you’re up for it.”

Reyna glanced down at her son’s now sleeping body before nodding at the nurse. “Sure. So long as they keep it down.”

“I’ll let them know. I’m Janice, by the way. Ring me up if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Reyna said solemnly.

Janice smiled in response before leaving the room.

Moments later, a wiry younger man walked into the room and took a seat on the chair. He had long black hair, which he pulled back into a ponytail, and a wispy beard. His posture would have made Reyna’s father growl in frustration, and he gave off an air of irritation about his surroundings. In fact, the only thing that kept Reyna from tagging him in her mind as a teenager was the gun on his hip and the badge on his breast.

“Deputy Maynard,” the man-boy said by way of greeting. “I’d like to ask you some questions about the accident.”

“It was no accident,” Reyna whispered fiercely. “I was forced off the road.”

“Is that so?”

Reyna groaned inwardly and said, “Are you suggesting I intentionally drove into a river? With my three-year-old son in the car?”

“Stranger things have happened,” the deputy offered. “Do you have the license plate of the vehicle that you claim did this to you?”

“Of course not. It was dark and I was busy trying to keep them from killing us. I can’t believe what you’re implying. Am I under arrest?”

The deputy stared skyward as if in search of divine intervention before dropping his eyes back to the notepad in his lap. “Listen, lady. I’m not here to arrest anyone. I just need a statement. It’s up to my boss as to who gets charged with a crime.”

Reyna sighed and said, “Fine. What do you want to know?”

***

[image: ]


IT WAS WELL AFTER MIDNIGHT when the deputy finally departed. Before the sound of his footsteps had faded down the hall, Janice re-entered Reyna’s room and shut the door behind her.

“Oh my God,” the nurse groaned. “I swear, I nearly came in here, like, five different times. That boy just doesn’t get it.”

“He was just doing his job,” Reyna sighed, her head falling listlessly against her pillow.

Janice regarded her for a moment before whispering, “Hold that thought.”

She left quickly but returned moments later with an armload of blankets and pillows. She helped Reyna get Alton comfortable on the bed beside his mother before her gaze returned to her patient.

“He’s beautiful,” Janice whispered as they gazed down at the boy’s cherubic face.

“He takes after his father,” Reyna replied quietly. “Obviously.”

Alton had the kind of blonde hair found only in the very young, or in a bottle. He was only about ninety centimeters tall with a round face and bright blue eyes. By way of contrast, Reyna was only about seventy centimeters taller than her son with brown eyes and dark hair with blonde highlights.

“Happens sometimes. My girlfriend from college has four kids by three different fathers, and none of them look anything like her. But she’s raising them all right, and that’s what matters.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself,” Reyna replied wearily.

“Would you like to get some rest? They’re not admitting you, but I think the plan is to keep you here for observation until the morning.”

“I’m not sure I could sleep right now if my life depended on it.”

“Want some company?”

Reyna smiled at her nurse and nodded happily. Even in scrubs, Janice was an undeniably beautiful woman. She had an impressive head of hair which added a dozen centimeters to her otherwise average height. She had flawless, tawny skin and an athletic figure which Reyna suspected resulted in no end of attention from the opposite gender. She also had soulful, brown eyes and a ready smile which immediately put Reyna at ease.

“I’m sorry about Troy,” Janice began.

“Who?”

“That gangly stoner with the badge who just asked you the same question eleven different ways,” the nurse elaborated.

Reyna chuckled and said, “I did start to wonder about his hearing. He seemed very interested in how I got forced off the road. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help, between fighting for our lives and getting knocked unconscious.”

“He’s such a little shit,” Janice snapped, before glancing in Alton’s direction and shrugging apologetically.

Reyna waved off the faux pas and said, “I’m not sure I’d go that far.”

“Ten bucks says he’s going to try to pin this whole damn thing on Bruce.”

“Who?”

“The citizen I told you about. It was his river you crashed into.”

“Why would the deputy have it in for him. He couldn’t possibly have been involved. That asshole who wrecked me had been following me for at least twenty kilometers.”

“It’s a long story, but Troy’s not in the habit of letting things go. Even if every damn person he comes across tells him he’s a fool. I swear, of all people to carry a grudge against.”

“What makes this Bruce so special?”

“Well, for starters, there’s little doubt he saved your life. When your car hit the water, you were knocked unconscious and pinned underwater. He pulled you and your boy out, sustaining significantly worse burns than either of you suffered in the process. Then, he carried you back to his house and drove you here rather than waiting for our one ambulance.”

“My goodness,” Reyna breathed. “Which room is he in? I’m sure he must be asleep by now, but I’d like to say thank you before he’s discharged.”

“Refused treatment. Just told me what happened and then walked out once he’d said his piece. He’s kind of a man of few words.”

“How bad are his burns?”

“Second degree over at least ninety percent of his arms, from what I could see. Plus, some first degree on his neck and face. Damn fool.”

“But he’ll be scarred,” Reyna wailed. Alton shifted in his bed, reminding her to keep her voice down.

Janice shrugged and said, “Probably. But he’s always been that way, ever since he came to town a few years ago. He probably said more to me tonight than he’s said to anyone in the last year. But, enough about him. Tell me about you.”

Reyna sighed and said, “You mean...why was someone trying to kill me?”

“If you like, but I suspect that’s hardly the most interesting thing about you.”

Reyna eyed her suspiciously and said, “Why do you want to know?”

Janice gave her a wounded look and murmured, “The only other patients here tonight are two drunks and an octogenarian who’s trying to leverage a particularly horrific looking cyst to get more narcotics. I was just trying to be friendly. I’ll let you get some rest.”

Janice started to rise, but Reyna caught her hand and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a bitch. It’s just, it’s not every day someone tries to kill me. Please, don’t go.”

Janice regarded her for a moment before nodding and resuming her seat. She sat quietly, as though she feared another reproach.

Reyna smiled wanly and said, “So... Accassihiapa?”
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Bruce

“Criminy, that smarts!” Bruce hissed as he scrubbed his arm with antiseptic wash. He glared at his companion and said, “This is all your fault. You know that, right?”

Unsurprisingly, his companion did not deign to reply beyond rolling onto his side and stretching mightily.

“Typical,” Bruce grumbled at his canine companion.

A few more swipes of the brush and the last of the blisters on his arm bowed to the inevitable and burst. He grimaced at the pain and tried to suppress the urge to revel in the traitorous adrenaline surging through his body. Taking a calming breath, he poured cool water repeatedly over each of his arms to wash away the viscera.

Charlie leapt up alertly after a particularly loud groan of agony from his master and trotted over to the sink.

Bruce regarded him warily and said, “If you lick me, I’m going to have to start over. Let’s just say that I’d rather not even contemplate what I’d do to you if that happened.”

Charlie sat on his haunches and appeared to consider the matter for a moment before deciding that discretion was the better part of valor. Either that, or some unseen vermin chose that moment to nestle into his fur because Charlie dropped to his side and started gnawing at his hind quarters like there was a winning lottery ticket hidden there.

“Good call,” Bruce grumbled.

Once the rinsing was complete, he poured a liberal amount of iodine over each of his arms. He was aware that his method of caring for such injuries was not precisely what a medical professional would have recommended. But he was not interested in feeling better, only in returning to standard operating procedure as quickly as possible.

He smiled down at his noticeably jaundiced looking arms and said, “I look like I fisted a rubber ducky. Twice!”

Charlie’s only response was a particularly loud example of flatulence.

“Everyone’s a critic,” Bruce chuckled as he wrinkled his nose. “Come on, stinky.”

He opened the door and the bloodhound trotted out onto the porch before dropping down onto his outdoor nest of blankets beneath the overhang.

Bruce went back inside to wrap gauze around his arms before returning with a metal cup of black coffee. He gazed across his property, trying to gauge when the daily thunderstorm would begin. He could still see blue sky to the west over the gulf but things to the east looked ominous. He started to stick his finger in his mouth to check the wind direction but got a mouthful of iodine-soaked gauze instead.

“Bleck!” he groused.

He settled for stomping down the steps from his porch and snatching a leaf off a nearby tree so he could toss it in the air and watch which way it fell. He frowned and plucked another leaf, this time walking a few dozen extra meters from the house before dropping it.

“Well, shit. Looks like hurricane season’s getting an early start this year. Gotta love global warming.”

Turning his attention from the skies to the ground, he noticed a car driving along the distant road which abutted his property. He was prepared to dismiss it until he noticed it coming to a stop at his gate. The occupant climbed out and waved in Bruce’s direction, as though they weren’t separated by more than a kilometer of sparsely wooded grassland.

“Thank God,” he mumbled with a mocking tone. “The police are here.”

Charlie gave a half-hearted bark before reluctantly climbing to his feet and following Bruce’s intentionally slow walk to his gate. The man at the gate’s body language went from congenial to annoyed to angry as Bruce and Charlie approached. Fifteen long minutes later, Bruce arrived at the gate.

“Sheriff,” Bruce muttered by way of greeting.

Nathaniel Means was a native American man of medium height in his early fifties. He wore his long black hair in a ponytail while on duty. Bruce noted that the sheriff had left his service weapon in the car, leaving the badge pinned to his shirt as the only indication of his office. He had been the sheriff for as long as Bruce had lived in Accassihiapa and believed in using the respect he enjoyed in the community, as opposed to strong-arm tactics, to keep the peace.

“Took you long enough,” his guest grumbled.

“I’m not at my best.”

“So I heard. I was hoping I could take a look at the crash site.”

“I assume you’ve already looked from the road?”

“Yes,” the sheriff allowed. “But I’d like a better look at the vehicle before we move it.”

“You’re going to need a crane,” Bruce said confidently as he opened his gate.

“Are you just trying to get out of a wrecker driving across your land?”

Bruce’s expression did not change. His only response was, “No.”

Rather than driving through the gate, the sheriff entered on foot and led the way toward the crash site. Bruce followed behind, but at a distance he hoped would discourage idle chit-chat. Nathaniel seemed content to honor his wishes and strode purposefully toward the crash site.

When they reached the river, the sheriff stopped and studied the still partially submerged car carefully. The car was a blackened husk, the flames having harmlessly burned themselves out the previous night thanks to the river. He walked up and down the bank of the river for several minutes before finally returning to Bruce’s side.

“Both occupants knocked out by the crash?”

Bruce nodded.

Nathaniel glanced back at the wreck and said, “Driver under water when you got to her.”

Another nod from Bruce.

“She would have drowned if you hadn’t pulled her free. And they both would have burned to death long before anyone noticed the wreck from the highway.”

This elicited a shrug from Bruce.

“Thing I can’t figure out,” the sheriff continued, his eyes going to Bruce’s bandaged up arms, “is how you’re burned to shit, and neither of them have so much as a singed hair. Their clothing isn’t even charred.”

“Just lucky, I guess,” Bruce ventured.

“Cut the crap, Bruce. You damned well know you saved those people. You been back to the hospital to see them?”

“What do you think?”

“Why do you do this stuff?”

Bruce shrugged and said, “Someone had to save them.”

“I don’t mean that, you dumb bastard. I mean ducking the credit for doing a good deed. What I wouldn’t give for you to come by the high school and talk to those recidivists for just an hour. It would improve this community immeasurably.”

“I’m the last person you want anyone emulating. Can we just get this over with?”

“Fine,” Nathaniel huffed. “Tell me why you said she was forced off the road.”

“Heard two cars in close proximity.”

“Doesn’t mean the second wasn’t just a bystander.”

Bruce regarded him with a pained expression before saying, “There were at least two different collisions. Maybe more. And the first was more than a minute before she went off the road. This wasn’t someone who fell asleep and paid the price.”

“Could she have been the aggressor?”

“Unlikely. Like I told Janice, the other car was much larger. A truck or a van. Something with a V8. This briquette,” he gestured to the burned-out husk of a hatchback, “wouldn’t have done more than piss off something so big. In any case, look at the car.”

Nathaniel looked again before saying, “What am I looking at?”

“The rear-end is caved in. So’s the passenger side. Both couldn’t have happened just hitting the barrier up there. Wouldn’t surprise me if you found the same thing on the driver’s side. My guess is: the first collision was him rear-ending her. Then, when that didn’t do the trick, he pitted her into the barrier up there. That’s why she hit it sideways instead of head-on. In theory, she could have lost control and hit the embankment side-on. But not while also caving in the rear-end.”

“You didn’t see the other car?”

“I didn’t see anything. Just heard it and came running. The car was already in the water when I got here.”

“Did you see anything in or on the car which gave you any indication why someone had it in for her?”

Bruce shook his head and said, “I was a little busy.”

Nathaniel sighed and said, “I guess today’s your lucky day. I’ll arrange for a crane to come pull it out of the drink from the highway. So no wrecker coming onto your land. But they’ll need to send some fellas down here to hook it up.”

“Just make sure they follow proper procedure. We don’t want another misunderstanding.”

“I’ll come with them to make sure everyone behaves. Including you.”

“Fair enough.”

“I’d call ahead if you’d get a damn phone.”

“Who am I going to call?” Bruce huffed.

“Well, and I’m just spit balling here, maybe an ambulance when a car goes flying off the highway and lawn-darts into your river. Especially considering your obstinate ass was hurt worse than either of the vehicles occupants.”

Bruce merely shrugged in reply.

Nathaniel stared at the car for a few more moments before turning on his heel and heading back towards his vehicle. Bruce fell into step beside him. The noise of the highway provided a soundtrack for their trek, but the picket line of hardwoods planted along the roadside kept them from seeing any of the vehicles speeding past.

After a few moments, the sheriff muttered, “How do you put up with that racket?”

“It just fades into background noise after a while. I don’t even hear it anymore.”

“Yet you heard a crash over two klicks away.”

“Closer to three. I was at the other end of the property when stinky over there let me know something was up.” He indicated Charlie who was laying in the dust and busily licking his genitalia.

“Can’t imagine how he found it in himself to care.”

“Would you knock that shit off,” Bruce grumbled at the indefatigable bloodhound.

“Leave him alone. Did you at least cook him a steak or something to reward him for saving those people?”

“Or something,” Bruce hedged.

Bruce bid Nathaniel farewell without additional commentary and began the trek back to his humble domicile. He was grateful for the solitude as it let him loose his control over the impact his injuries had on him. To his credit, Charlie did not stoop to humiliating Bruce for his discomfort by taking notice of it. Instead, he loped on ahead to the porch and plopped down on his bed to resume his work on the cow femur his master had secured for him earlier that day.

Bruce entered the house and sat gingerly on the armchair in what passed for his study. Charlie entered with his bone and sat unceremoniously on one of Bruce’s feet. Bruce smiled at his companion and pet him with his other foot while reaching for his book from the side table.
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Reyna

“This place is a summer restaurant?” Reyna quoted as she looked over the hotel, and attached restaurant, she had been told was the only lodging available in town. “Looks like it hasn’t been open for ten summers.”

She glanced at the dilapidated sign near the roadside which read Oak Heights Motel and, in a reasonable interpretation of monks from previous century British comedic movies about the Middle Ages, sang, “Ohm...”

She shook her head before glancing over at Alton, who was carefully studying their surroundings from his borrowed booster seat. She said, “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Come on.”

She climbed from the ride-share Janice had arranged for her and helped Alton disembark. Their possessions at present fit into a plastic bag made available for patients upon discharge from the emergency department. She was thankful her father had always drilled into her the wisdom of carrying a wallet, in addition to a purse which he had considered to be frivolous. Her phone and all of her belongings were presumably ruined, as she had been informed that her hatchback was little more than a meteorite at this point. But, she reasoned, at least she could get them a place to stay while she tried to sort out the latest upheaval in their lives.

Her spirits lifted somewhat when she entered the hotel office and found that it was sparse, but clean and well-maintained. She approached the counter and looked around for any signs of life. Her search came to an abrupt end when she heard a clanging coming from her left. She looked over to find Alton gleefully banging on a ‘ring for service’ bell. She hurried over and gripped his wrist.

“Once is enough, honey,” she said with barely disguised amusement.

The smile left her lips when a gravelly voice of indeterminate gender rasped, “Knock that shit off!”

The figure that emerged from the backroom caused Reyna to pull Alton behind her and take a step back subconsciously.

“Well, if it isn’t Evil Knievel. They told me you’d come by.”

“Excuse me?” Reyna asked confusedly.

“Tried to jump the river? Ended up crashing out spectacularly instead? Evil Knievel.”

“Right.”

The clerk moved some papers around on the desk before producing a key which was extended in Reyna’s direction. “Your room’s at the end of the building. As requested.”

“Huh?”

“Call came in this morning. Said you’d need the quietest room I had.” The room key was waggled obnoxiously before Reyna’s face. “Here you go.”

Janice’s face immediately popped into Reyna’s head, so she said, “I see. Well, I suspect you’ll need my license and a credit card. How much is it a night, by the way?”

“Don’t you hear good? I said it was all taken care of. Here,” the key was dropped onto the counter before the unruly clerk retreated with a grumbled, “Dumbass.”

Reyna scooped up the key, making a pair of mental notes. The first was to find out where the closest S-Mart was so she could buy new sheets rather than risking another confrontation with the surly clerk if their stay went past a few days. The second was to track down Janice, somehow, and pay her back for the room, somehow.

She walked to the room with Alton in tow and was grateful to discover that it was merely a two out of ten on the ‘oh, hell no’ scale. There were two beds, the smaller of which had been fitted with bed rails for Alton. The room featured a kitchenette with a mini-fridge, microwave and hot plate in addition to a restroom with a bathtub. The only downside she could find was the lack of a television. Alton quickly climbed onto ‘his’ bed and snuggled into the pillow while Reyna took a closer look at the kitchenette. She was stunned to find the fridge and cabinets were full to overflowing with supplies.

She dropped into one of the room’s easy chairs and mumbled, “I really wish I’d gotten her number so I could thank her.” She then chuckled ruefully and added, “Not that I have a phone.”

***
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REYNA AWOKE FROM THE slumber which had overtaken her without warning to a knocking at the door. She glanced at the clock and saw that several hours had passed. Alton was still sleeping peacefully so she rose quietly from her bed and hurried to peer through the peephole before whoever it was knocked again. The man on the other side of the door was a stranger to her, but he wore a badge which looked real enough. Reyna was, however, not so foolish as to forget that less than twenty-four hours earlier someone had tried to kill her and her son.

Another knock sounded, causing Alton to stir in his bed.

“Damnit,” Reyna seethed.

Inspiration struck and she hurried over to the room’s phone and, after a quick consultation of the pamphlet sized phone book, dialed the local police department.

“Accassihiapa police, what do you want?” a woman with a thick New York accent barked.

Reyna managed not to snicker at the similarity to a quote from one of her and her father’s favorite movies and said, “Um...hi. I’m at the, um, Oak Heights Motel and there’s a man at my door who’s impersonating an officer.”

“Again? Hang on, I’ll call the sheriff. I swear, those bible thumpers will stop at nothing to get people to let them in. Hang on.”

Reyna heard a muffled conversation in the background before the operator returned to the line and said, “Honey! Sheriff Means is already at the motel, and he said there’s no one there but him.”

“I don’t suppose you could describe him?”

“Medium height and weight. Dark hair. Frowns a lot. Wears a badge.”

Reyna decided that, despite recent events, she would have to hope her luck was not bad enough for the sheriff to be both at her hotel and somehow not the man at her door. She scooped the key off the nightstand and, after slipping on her shoes, stepped through the door.

The sheriff ended the call that he was on and said, “Afternoon.”

Reyna smiled wanly at him and said, “I didn’t mean any offense for calling the cops on you.”

“It’s not a problem. Better safe than sorry. Your boy inside?”

“Yeah,” Reyna replied after a brief hesitation.

The sheriff nodded and said, “I was going to ask if you wanted to go get a cup of coffee. But, considering the circumstances, why don’t I go grab one for each of us and we can have our chat right here?”

“I’d appreciate that,” Reyna replied softly.

“Five minutes,” the sheriff said simply before turning and striding purposefully toward the run-down looking restaurant.

Reyna let herself back into the room and saw that Alton was still sleeping. A peek at the clock on the nightstand told her it was mid-afternoon, and she had visions of the young man bouncing off the walls all night if she let him sleep through the day. She gently shook him awake and he gifted her with a cherubic expression only a child could manage upon first wakening.

He hopped off the bed and scampered into the restroom while Reyna looked around for something to occupy him while she spoke to the sheriff. Her eyes fell upon the dresser, once again feeling the absence of the normally ubiquitous television. This time, however, she noticed an old-fashioned milk crate on the floor beside the piece of furniture. As she approached it, she spied a stack of coloring books, a box of crayons and a few toys. She shook her head in amusement and pulled a few items out to place them on the table. Alton yipped for joy when he saw the bounty and quickly got to work on demonstrating exactly what a pea-soup colored fire truck would look like.
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