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CHAPTER ONE
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ANNA DEVEREAUX'S HAND shook so badly she dropped her phone. So distracted was Devereaux, she didn't notice the phone as it bounced across the expensive, imported tile on her kitchen floor. Then, without consciously thinking about it, she stood up, walked from the breakfast table to the island, and collected her phone from the floor. Devereaux placed both hands on the wood-cutting surface of the island and started crying.

The tears filled her eyes to the brim before making their way down her perfect cheekbones. Unable to proceed further down her face, the tears ran laterally to her equally perfect nose and then sprinted downwards to her lips. She could taste the salt as tears ran over her lips and down her chin before falling to the wood surface below. Once the tears began to escape, she could not hold them back, and soon the dam burst, allowing a flood of emotion to wash out of her in the form of tears. Sobs soon followed and then cries of anguish. Minutes passed, and as suddenly as the outpouring of emotion had started, it stopped.

Anna gathered herself and went to the sink. She ran some cold water into her cupped hands and splashed it on her face. Anna patted her face dry with a clean, dry white dishtowel, ironed to perfection and leaving creases in the cloth's folds. She would wait five minutes and then repair her face skillfully with makeup.

Nobody would ever be the wiser.

Years of practice had allowed the thirty-eight-year-old movie star to develop the skills necessary to hide bruises, puffy eyes from crying, or any other reasonably minor blemish a married mother of two might acquire. Long ago, she’d stopped trying to hide her face from herself. Now she only hid the signs of distress from her two children, and when visiting, her parents and siblings.

Her mind replayed the words of the voice on the phone over and over. Each time, the impossible demand remained the same. Nick had to pay now and pay in full, or else. She'd tried to explain, but the voice wouldn't listen. Instead, it would just repeat the demand and without quoting a dollar figure.

An emotionally spent shell, devoid of any remaining feeling, Devereaux picked up her phone and thumbed the screen. She entered her numeric lock code, pulled up her phone contacts, found the one she wanted, and hit dial.

“Hey, Anna! It’s great here,” a cheerful male voice declared.

“I’m glad you’re having fun,” she retorted.

“Hey,” the voice snapped, the cheerful tone gone. “I needed a break.”

From the back of the house, the sound of a door slamming shut, and the patter of young children's feet could be heard. As the sound of happy children running approached the kitchen, a young girl called out, "mom!"

“He called again,” Devereaux whispered, barely able to control her anger.

“And what do you want me to do about it?”

“What?” Devereaux exclaimed. “I want you to solve this problem. I don’t have any more money and all Mr. Mystery will say is you have to pay!”

“Mom!”

"I have to go," she hissed, ending the phone call. She stood up and walked quickly over to the breakfast window and turned her back to the entrance to the kitchen, hiding her tear-stained face.

Two young girls, one a miniature version of her mother, sporting long, dark hair and a dancer's slender figure, the other a redhead with pale white skin and freckles, came running in the kitchen. Seconds behind was a younger boy with light brown hair and the same complexion as his older sister.

“Mom, can Katie spend the night?”

Anna flinched at the request. "I don't know."

"Mom, please," the miniature version pleaded, whining as only a twelve-year-old girl can.

“Becca, I'm exhausted, and I have a lot of work to do tonight."

Watching the reflection of the crestfallen expression of the two girls just made Anna feel worse. "I told you," the little boy gleefully announced.

"That's enough, Adam," Anna declared, turning to frown at her son. "Katie, do you think your mom would mind if you girls spent the night at your house?”

“That would be cool,” the redhead exclaimed. 

"I'll call your mom," Anna told the two girls. "Why don't you go pack an overnight bag, Becca.”

"We can take my new tablet. I downloaded some cool fashion apps," Becca announced. Then, as quickly as they had appeared, the pair vanished.

“It’s not fair,” Adam protested.

"Hush, or you won't get to go to Billy's house," Anna threatened.

Her son’s face brightened, and he used his hand to make the motion of zipping his mouth shut and throwing away the key. Without a word, he vanished as well to go and pack a bag to spend the night with his friend.

Devereaux repeated the process of unlocking her phone and dialing from memory a number she’d found herself calling all too frequently of late.

“Anna, how are things,” asked the cheerful voice of Katie’s mom.

“Terrible,” Devereaux whispered.

“Do I need to come over?”

“No, Paula. But could Becca and Adam spend the night for a couple of nights. I'm going to have to go out of town for a couple of days, and I just can't deal with the kids right now."

“Sure,” her friend replied. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I can’t,” Devereaux replied. “I’m just too drained. I can barely think, and I’ve got to do something, or things are going to come crashing down.”

Silence filled the airwaves between the two phones. "You do what you need to, girl. Take as many days as you need. I'll come over later tonight and get the kid's school stuff in case you don't make it back for Monday."

“Thank you, Paula,” Devereaux whispered, her voice nearly cracking. “I don’t know how I’d ever make it without you.”

Paula bit her tongue and said nothing. She had her own ideas about how to deal with the underlying cause of her friend's current crisis but now was not the time to speak her mind. So instead, she silently promised herself when the current situation calmed down, she was going to sit Anna down and have a long girlfriend-to-girlfriend talk.

Something had to change. Katie was starting to say things about subtle changes in Anna and Becca's behavior, worrying Paula. The children of the two adult women were such close friends they were inseparable. It was this close proximity and emotional bond that drove Paula's decision to intervene.

If something happened to Anna’s children, it could happen to hers.

“You do what you need to,” Paula said a second time. “I’ll keep the kids safe with me.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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HEAT GLANCED AT HIS rearview mirror, signaled, pulled into the left lane, and accelerated. "Bout time," Boucher complained, glaring at the offending driver of the slower car as they sped past.

“Shut up, Elijah,” Heat ordered. “I’m not getting a ticket.”

“Heat, live a little, we’re goin’ to Death Valley to see the Tigahs play,” Boucher reminded his friend. 

“I have Texas plates, we’re on the Atchafalaya Spillway, and you’re sitting in the passenger seat. How much more of a cop magnet do you want? We’ll get to Baton Rouge when we get there. I am not flying through this stretch of I-10.”

Boucher rolled his eyes. “Heat, just let me do the talkin’ if a State Trooper pulls us over.”

“Absolutely not,” Heat snapped. “I’m not winding up in Angola.”

“Angola, why would you end up in Angola?”

"Because knowing you, Elijah, you'll have either tried to seduce his daughter or made a pass at the trooper's wife. So, when we go before the judge, it'll be more of the same, and I'll get put away as an accessory."

"Heat," Boucher protested his right hand over his heart, "that hurts. It was just that one judge, and that was years ago."

Boucher looked out the window, avoiding the nasty look he knew Heat was sending his way. “I seem to recall that’s why you followed me to Houston,” Heat grumbled, turning on the Honda Pilot’s CD player.

“Okay,” Boucher whined. “Drive the speed limit. We just won’t have time to eat po-boys at Good Time’s and see the band come down the hill.”

An uneasy silence fell over the two as the sounds of the Rolling Stones played on Heat's stereo, the clunk, clunk of the Pilot's tires hitting the expansion joints keeping perfect time with the beat of the music. The miles passed quickly, with both men somberly enjoying the sights of the cypress trees and the swamp as they traveled across the causeway. An occasional boat with a lone fisherman could be seen from the bridge, reminding the pair of several summertime misadventures during their college days.

“Thanks for bringing me, Heat. I needed to get away,” Boucher said softly.

Heat didn’t say anything. Talking about things of late just brought up stuff he’d rather not think about. A scumbag human trafficker had murdered his estranged partner, Wolf Pfeiffer, leaving him the sole owner of their detective agency. Between dealing with how he felt about the loss of his friend and partner while they were not on the best terms and the workload it had created for him, Heat was exhausted, emotionally and physically.

His receptionist and researcher, Amy Nguyen, had ordered Heat to take the weekend off and go to the football game, or she was quitting. The look in her eyes spoke volumes of how much Heat was irritating her. Heat decided he knew what was best for him and thanked her for the two tickets.

"Take Elijah with you," Amy had ordered. "He won't leave Blondie alone, and she's not strong enough yet to flirt and leave it at that." Heat had just sat down in his chair when Amy's head made an appearance in the doorway. "And while the two of you are bonding over remembering the wild times of your college days, set Elijah straight about Blondie."

“I will,” Heat promised, letting out a big sigh. Blondie, like Amy, had been forced into sex work by human traffickers. Heat and Wolf had pulled Amy out of the life, cleaned her up, and put the beautiful young Vietnamese American to work. Blondie was another stray Heat had picked up off the streets of Houston. Amy had taken Blondie in as her roommate and developed a protective streak that surprised everyone, most of all Amy.

Convincing his friend, who was a relentless womanizer, to stay away from a woman as attractive as Blondie was going to require both a stern talking to combined with the threat of physical violence. If Boucher failed to heed Heat’s directive in the sensitive matter of respecting boundaries with Blondie, the threat would be carried out without a second thought.

It wouldn’t be the first time either.

The first falling out between the two friends had taken place during spring break during their freshman year at LSU. Boucher had not taken Heat seriously when warned to stay away from a particular co-ed. The result was a thrashing that got Boucher's attention. Unfortunately, the handsome Cajun from New Orleans couldn't seem to help himself.

Neither could the young co-eds, or several married women for that matter. The wealthy, smooth-talking Elijah Boucher was just dangerous enough attractive women couldn't resist him, leading to the second falling out between them. It wasn't that one James Benoit Heatley didn't play the field himself. Rather, he possessed a healthy dose of common sense regarding who to leave alone, something Boucher seemed to lack. Heat had not appreciated the rather rough warning he’d received from a pair of goons that was to be passed along to Boucher.

Upon graduation, the pair had made amends, joined the East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff's Department, and made detective in a few years' time. Then, after a bit of trouble at work, Heat packed up and left, heeding the advice of former newspaperman Horace Greely to an extent, "Go west, young man, go west."

Houston, Texas, was far enough west, or so Heat had thought.

The Houston Police Department was hiring, and Heat managed to land a job as a detective where he was partnered with the man who would become his business partner. When Heat reached his limit with the politics and quit the job, Wolf quit a week later. The pair decided to start their own private investigation firm, and Pfeiffer and Heatley Investigative Services was born.

Boucher, needing to leave Baton Rouge and unable to return to New Orleans at the moment, made the trip on I-10 to Houston and hired on with Houston PD as well. Partnered with a detective by the name of Miguel Garcia, the unlikely pair had the best clearance rate of any two HPD homicide detectives.

The pair’s clearance rate and Garcia's pleading had been the only reason Boucher had been suspended without pay for six months and not fired. Like Heat before him, Garcia had made things clear with his partner regarding where they stood. Garcia would not save Boucher from himself and his endless womanizing again.

Mick Jagger began to lament the lost love of a sweetheart named Angie when the causeway came to an end, and the concrete of I-10 once again had land beneath it. It had been a long time since Heat had left Baton Rouge. He knew Amy was clueless about why he never went home to visit, and not accepting the gift of the two tickets was out of the question, even though she'd bought them with company money and done it to get both him and Boucher out of her hair for the weekend.

Amy had no way of knowing the hurt he’d run from with his flight from Baton Rouge. Heat had turned his back on the pain, vowing to never hurt like that again, and pushed the pain deep inside. At least, that was what Heat told himself. The pain never bubbled up enough to enter his conscious mind, but it had festered, resulting in bitterness Heat couldn't quite understand or explain.

“When we get to Port Allen, we need to stop,” Boucher exclaimed.

“No.”

“I gotta pee.”

“No. You’re going to wait until we’ve crossed the New Mississippi River Bridge. You can go when we get to Good Times.”

Boucher sighed and shook his head. “Okay.” He grinned playfully at Heat. “I didn’t like her that much anyway.”

“I thought so.”

“Man, I can just taste those fried pickles, Heat. Think I’m gonna get a pizza instead of a po-boy.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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CROWDS AND THE SMELLS that came with them appalled him. It wasn't that he didn't like sports. As a youth and during his school days, he'd played football and basketball. He enjoyed watching a good college game as much as any other sports fan. But crowds meant people might touch him without his permission, the mere thought of which caused his skin to crawl. Combined with the smell of greasy food, booze, cigarette smoke, and a general smell of stale everything, crowded sports stadiums were on high his list of things to be avoided.

Death Valley, the home stadium of the Louisiana State University Fightin' Tigers, was an edifice built for the faithful to come and display their loyalty to their beloved team. Former Louisiana Governor Huey P. Long, the Kingfish himself, had once said the most important job in the state, after being governor, was that of head football coach at LSU. So dedicated, in fact, was Long to his beloved Tigers, he played a significant role in obtaining funding for expanding the stadium as well as co-writing its fight songs.

None of this trivia meant a thing to him. He considered research to be essential to his job. The fact he'd collected large amounts of insignificant information didn't bother him. It was far better to leave no stone unturned than to fail to complete an assignment—more than once, his attention to what others considered an insignificant detail had saved him from failure.

Twenty-three steps he’d counted, climbing up to his reserved seat in Section 416 in what old-timers called the South End, Upper Deck. For over an hour, he sat in his seat, ignoring humidity so heavy you could see it in the air while seeming to casually watch as the crowd filtered in. Sweat ran down his back, dampening his shirt. His hair began to stick to his forehead, plastered in place by the same sweat that ran down the bridge of his nose and into his eyes. 

Ignoring the players when the teams took the field for pre-game warm-ups, he used their presence as an excuse to get out his binoculars to scan the crowd. As the stadium became increasingly full, his irritation at being forced to be present for the assignment increased. The fact that every fan who passed by him on their way to their seat managed to bump into him, a pair of drunks even spilled their drinks as they passed, did little to ease the anger boiling within him just below the surface.

Adding to the multitude of sensory data assaulting his senses, the public address system began playing a country song the fans seemed compelled to sing along to. Despite his best efforts to ignore the tune, the chorus of Calling Baton Rouge managed to somehow occupy his mind in that annoying way songs can. He found himself humming along to the melody as the tune was now stuck in his mind.

To his relief, he spotted them. As he’d been informed, one of the two targets was quite tall, easily standing a full six feet six inches in height. The other, the one with the beard, was just over six feet tall. It irritated him that the pair were smiling and laughing, clearly enjoying their evening when they should have been somewhere else.

Namely, somewhere where he wasn’t.

The tall target wore a bright gold sweatshirt with LSU's Mike the Tiger logo emblazoned on the chest. Making himself even more conspicuous, the man wore a purple cowboy hat with a gold hatband. At least the shorter target had the good sense to dress simply, a light blue windbreaker over a white shirt.

Having located his targets, he took a quick look at the stadium’s seating chart he carried in his pocket, confirming they would have to use the same gate to exit the stadium as he would. Now it was simply a matter of waiting, something he was very good at.

No longer needing to sit in the crowded section, he stood up and retraced his steps down the twenty-three steps, and pushed his way through the portal to the concourse beneath the seats. Knowing he'd have to wait several hours he braved the stench of stale urine in the restroom to relieve himself.

Forcing himself to relax and not rush, he fought the urge to jog down the ramps and flee the press of the crowd. Of course, to have done so would draw attention to him, and possibly one of the fans might take note of him. That, he could not have. Reaching the final down ramp, he encountered a thick throng of latecomers congregating at the big 180-degree turn on the ramp.

A shrill whistle blast caught his attention, causing him to pause on the ramp, a distance roughly halfway down from his seat on the South End, Upper Deck. Dressed in dark purple and gold jackets with white feathery plumes adorning their covers, the members of LSU’s marching band had formed up in lines, each line perfectly straight, with instruments held at the ready.

The steady beat of a bass drum counted out a cadence: one, two, one, two, three. He watched as the first line smartly stepped to the beat, with the second line following precisely five yards behind. Enthralled with yet another pre-game ritual, the crowd clapped in time to the beat as one line of band members after another took the field, precisely five yards behind the previous line.

When the first line reached the 40-yard line, all seven lines of the band had taken the field. The entire formation came to a halt as one while a dozen or so girls clad in purple and wielding flags continued marching until they reached mid-field. He stood on his toes briefly to take in the golden-clad dancers on the far side of the field. Cool air from a breeze struck his face as he counted six rows of dancers, three to a row.

Turning to leave, he found his path blocked by a tightly packed throng of latecomers, many of whom reeked of fried food and possessed rosy cheeks from drinking too much good cheer. An electronic hiss from the public address system shushed the crowd, who was clearly waiting in anticipation.

The staccato beat of a drum merged with the voice of the stadium's announcer, and the ninety-plus thousands of the faithful drew a deep breath in unison and held it while the announcer bellowed, “Ladies and Gentleman, the Golden Band from Tigerland!" Next, some three hundred musicians executed a quarter turn to their right and began to play the LSU fight song as the crowd sang, “Hold that Tiger!” The process was repeated three more times, allowing the band to repeat the chorus, facing all four quarters of the stadium, each in its own turn.

To his surprise, he felt goosebumps from the performance. The initial part of the ritual now complete, the throng quickly thinned as they hurried and stumbled in the direction of their seats, hoping to arrive before the band finished playing as it marched smartly across the playing field. As he strolled down the ramp, the breeze picked up again, pressing the damp cloth of his shirt against his back. 

Eager to be free of the crowd and its smells, he noted the sign clearly stating no re-entry would be allowed once a ticket holder left the stadium. Slowing to scrape a crushed waxed paper cup from his shoe, he couldn't help but notice the dozens of similar cups strewn about along with half-empty boxes of popcorn and peanut shells everywhere. It never failed to amaze him how much waste humans could produce and scatter about in their wake.

Free of the press of other humans, he slowed his pace, enjoying the sudden dip in temperature now that the sun had set, leaving a brilliant pink sky on the horizon over the Mississippi River levee a few short miles away to the west of the stadium. The same breeze that had cooled him briefly on the down ramp offered even more relief from the clinging humidity as he sat down beneath the canopy of an oak tree and leaned against its trunk.

The targets were there. They would be easy to identify and track when the game was over. Now it was merely a matter of waiting for the inevitable.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER FOUR
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THE ANTACIDS WEREN’T working, causing Heat to rub his sternum in frustration. Living in Houston, he'd grown used to the bland food. His boiled crawfish with accompanying potatoes and corn were doing a number on his digestive tract. It didn’t help matters any that he’d overeaten as well, stuffing himself. The two beers he’d had to drink only served to make him feel more bloated.

Despite knowing it would only serve to make matters worse, Heat waved at the high school student hustling to sell soft drinks. He held up two fingers and passed the money down the row of fans. The kid passed two large soft drinks along with the change back, each fan dutifully taking care to pass the drinks without spilling and the accompanying change.

“Here,” Heat grunted, handing Boucher one of the two drinks.

Both men pulled the lid off and took a long swig of the somewhat watery drink, savoring the ice-cold feel of the liquid as it went down their parched throats.

“Heat, dat done hit the spot," Boucher slurred, his Cajun accent returning now that he was among his own kind.

It was late in the third quarter, and the opponent had been browbeaten into submission. With the score well in hand, the faithful would begin to trickle out early in the fourth quarter. Only the die-hards would stay to see the backups and walk-ons play during mop-up time. The opponent would likely score a touchdown or field goal, and the best the reserves would be allowed to do would be to add another touchdown to the already lopsided score.

“Let’s go,” Heat informed Boucher. He finished the last of his drink with one long pull before crushing the cup and shoving it underneath his seat.

“What’s the hurry? We ain’t drivin’ back tonight.” Boucher’s eyes got big. “Tell me you made reservations somewhere. Tell me we ain’t goin’ home tonight.”

“We ain’t going home tonight," Heat promised. Heat planned to sleep in late and stuff himself one last time on a feast of fried catfish and hush puppies. The lone problem Heat had not considered was how to keep Boucher from roaming about the city of Baton Rouge on a Saturday night, on the prowl for female companionship.

“Whew, dat’s a relief,” Boucher informed Heat, grinning from ear-to-ear.

“Give it,” Heat demanded, holding his hand out.

“Give what?”

“Your cell.”

Boucher frowned in response. “What for?” He demanded.

“So, I can sleep tonight.”

“Use your own phone as an alarm,” Boucher grumbled.

“That ain’t it, and you know it," Heat replied sternly. "Now hand it over, or I'll just leave you here, and you can find your own way back to Houston."

Under his breath, Boucher muttered words Momma Boucher would box his ears for if she heard them. He fished his cell phone out of his pocket and handed it to Heat.

Without a word, Heat entered the security code and pulled up Boucher’s text messages. 

“Just what I thought,” Heat said aloud, giving his companion a dirty look.

“Whoa there, partner,” Boucher complained, grabbing for his phone as Heat deleted all of the recent text messages.

"Keep your hands to yourself," Heat ordered. "This is for the best, and you know it."

Watching as Heat's fingers moved quickly, calling up the contacts on the phone, Boucher tried a second time to grab his phone, only for Heat to hold it away from Boucher at arm's length. Scowling, Heat pressed delete and erased the woman's contact information. 

“There, I just saved both of us a lot of trouble.”

“Can I have my phone back,” Boucher grumbled.

“No. Because I know you have more numbers in there.”

“Darla ain’t goin’ to speak to me Heat, not with you causing me to stand her up like that.”

“If Darla knew what was good for her, she wouldn’t want to speak to you anyhow.”

Both men glared at each other as the public announcer announced the visiting team had just been penalized fifteen yards and that it was now fourth down.

“Let’s go, Heat.”

As the pair made their way towards the portal, Heat couldn’t help but grin as he listened to his companion grumble and curse in French.

—-
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HE WATCHED AS THE CROWD trickled out. It had started mid-way through the third period as the score became lopsided. Fans more interested in tailgating and drinking left to watch the rest of the game from the air-conditioned comfort of their RVs while they finished off the ice-cold beer waiting for them. By the start of the fourth quarter, the stream of fans grew a bit thicker, causing him to increase his level of awareness.

His targets would be approaching his position soon. He fingered the knife in his right pants pocket, testing the feel of the weapon. With his left hand, he reached into the left pocket of his windbreaker and checked for the small Smith & Wesson. It was a pistol designed and manufactured for women, making it ideal for his purposes. Easy to conceal and hard to see in poorly lit areas, it was the perfect tool for the job. 

The crowd roared from inside the stadium, and the band started playing, indicating another touchdown had been scored, further running up the already lopsided score. The targets would be leaving soon. Neither was the type to stay to the bitter end, refusing to go until the final second ticked off the clock. With this in mind, two custom-made leather gloves, never before worn, were pulled from the right pocket of his windbreaker and painstakingly pulled on.

Seven minutes later, he spotted them, the shorter of the two walking on the left side of the taller man. Both were laughing and having a good time. How fitting, he thought. If the two of them had spent a little bit less time having fun and more time being responsible, he would never have been offered the contract that would forever alter the pair's good times.

Taking his time, he maneuvered into the middle of the throng of people making their way towards the South Stadium Parking Lot, easing in behind the pair. The sounds of honking horns and parking attendants trying to control the flow of traffic as those who left early attempted to make a quick getaway and beat the post-game traffic jam.

Lengthening his strides, he pulled to within a single step of the two men. He listened to the sounds of voices around him, sensing the throng had dispersed. Thirty feet ahead, an old live oak sprawled, its thick branches stretching out for dozens of feet, the biggest and lowest of which were a mere eight to ten feet off the ground. Nearing the old tree's colossal trunk, he pulled the knife from his pocket, flicking the blade out with enough force he could feel the click as it locked into place. Acting as if he'd tripped one on the live oak's many roots, he lunged forward, the tip of the knife finding the exact point he'd aimed for.

One quick thrust, and it was done. 

Before the taller of the two men could stumble and fall, the barrel of the Smith & Wesson had been jammed into the shorter man’s back.

"Don't stop and don't look back. Your friend is already dead," he whispered. "Just keep moving, and I won't blow a hole in your spine and paralyze you from the waist down."

“Where are we going?”

“South Gate. I’ve got a car waiting there.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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ANNA'S SILENT REVERIE was broken by the insistent ring tone of her cell. Without looking, she reached into her purse with her right hand while steering her SUV with her left. A glance at the number caused Anna's heart rate to accelerate. She took her foot off the accelerator and allowed the SUV to coast, bleeding off speed as the next exit drew close. Exiting I-10 onto the service road, Anna pulled into the parking lot of a Whataburger.

With well-practiced speed, her fingers flew over the screen, pulling up the message. Her eyes widened as she first read the text then scanned the image accompanying it. Tears of rage mixed with those of fear as she read the message a second time. Anna gave herself a minute or two to let the long pent-up emotions pour out. Then, momentarily spent, she took a few minutes to repair the damage to her makeup before resuming her drive.

The news changed the distraught woman’s plans. Needing time to think, Anna continued down the service road paralleling I-10 until she came upon a chain motel. Wearing dark sunglasses and a scarf over her long dark hair, Anna checked in for a single night. 

Standing in the doorway of her room, Anna sniffed the air in the room. It smelled like cleaner and the room appeared to be clean. Setting her lone travel bag on the table next to the tv set, Anna placed the backpack she carried next to it. Anna sat down at the table and opened the backpack. Her fingers touched the edge of the laptop inside, and she removed the device, setting it on the table. She opened the computer, typed in her username and password, and waited for the computer to boot everything up. In seconds the screensaver of her two children appeared, bringing a faint smile to Anna's lips.

A quick search pulled up the information Anna needed. Unable to print, she fished a notepad from her backpack and wrote down the information she would need. A glance at her watch confirmed it would be several hours until diner time. It was Sunday, and there would be no point in going anywhere. Exhaustion swept over Anna, and she gave in, reclining on the bed for a nap. In seconds she was asleep, her unconscious mind wandering, dreaming up one horrible, terrifying scenario after another.

—-
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BOUCHER’S SNORING WAS getting on Heat’s nerves, enough so that he decided it was better to listen to his companion complain about his headache and lack of sexual escapades while visiting Baton Rouge. He nudged the sleeping Boucher who was reclining in the passenger seat, eliciting a grunt mid-snore, breaking the repetitive rhythm of snores. From the corner of his eye, Heat watched as Boucher stirred slightly in the passenger seat, first licking his lips and then loudly smacking them together, further irritating Heat.

“Wake up, I’m making a pit stop,” Heat informed Boucher.

“That’s what you woke me up for,” Boucher complained, turning away from Heat and glancing out the window while stretching his arms. “I guess that’s okay.” Boucher sat up and returned the passenger seat to its normal position. 

Boucher looked worse for wear. He hadn’t showered before the two departed late that morning for the return trip to Houston, instead grumbling about leaving at such an awful hour of the day. The clouds parted, allowing the sun to shine directly in Boucher’s bloodshot eyes.

“Oh, Lord, don’t torment your servant Elijah like that,” Boucher exclaimed, covering his eyes and slumping down in his seat.

“Maybe that’s the Lord’s way of telling you not to get drunk like that,” Heat admonished, a faint grin making an appearance on his lips.

“Like you’ve never tied one on, Heat.”

“Age has given me some traces of wisdom,” Heat replied. “Wisdom gained through experience that has convinced me that the evils of alcohol are just that, evil and largely self-inflicted.”

“Whatever,” Boucher grumbled, looking out at the trees whizzing past.

“Moderation, Elijah, moderation in all things,” Heat preached. 

Five minutes passed when Boucher began smacking his lips again. "Mouth's dry, and I got a bad taste too. How long till we stop?"

"Bout five more minutes, and we'll be in Lafayette. I'll stop at a convenience store and get gas. You can go to the john and get something to drink." Heat glanced at Boucher and shook his head. "Get some aspirin and breath mints while you're at it."
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