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Dedication

For Lynn, Cory, and Lauren.

I love you all.

 

 

 

Special thank you to Laurie Smith for the great advice, and Don D’Auria for giving The Nightcrawler a chance.

Chapter One

When the elevator doors opened, Scott Randall stood just fifty feet from sunshine and freedom. His mood lightened as he padded toward the glass doors leading to the street. The late morning traffic in Detroit ran steady in both directions and pedestrians crowded the sidewalk. When he reached for the handle to open the door, his cell began to ring. The display identified the caller to be Thomas Andrews.

Scott’s shoulders slumped and his gaze shifted from the phone, back to the door and the sunny day beyond. However, it was not the bustle of Woodward Avenue he saw. He saw a man, a man whose appearance was so eerie and sudden it gave Scott a start and he dropped the phone. At the same time, he muttered an involuntary “eeah.” To describe this man as an unpleasant sight was like calling a hurricane ‘breezy weather.’

A sudden sense of unease came over him. He retrieved the phone and flipped it open. “Scott Randall.”

“Scott, this is Sarah. Thomas asked me to let you know that we added your copy of the amended contract to Bill Wheaton’s folder in error. Would you like us to deliver it to your hotel?”

“That won’t be necessary, I haven’t left the building yet. I’ll be right up.” He ended the call not waiting for a response then looked through the door. The ugly man had disappeared. He didn’t come in. Scott was sure the doors hadn’t opened while he spoke to Sarah. He leaned toward the glass and looked north, then south. The entire front of the building was glass
.
He saw no sign of the guy.
He should be there. How could there be no sign of him? He must have blended with the rest of the foot traffic.
 

When the elevator opened on the top floor, Scott walked into the lobby of Campbell, Sawyer, and Thomson, an industry leader in computer graphics and web design. The walls were covered with awards: plaques of bronze and pewter, on polished wood backings. Hung on the walls flanking the elevators, framed poster size prints of successful campaigns were each illuminated by a mounted halogen lamp. Directly opposite a polished oak reception desk and behind it, glass shelves displayed more awards of etched crystal and polished silver, mostly for computer graphics design.
 

Scott set his briefcase on the crescent shaped reception desk in front of Sarah, an attractive young woman with dark hair, green eyes and an inviting smile.

“You called?”

She handed him a folder, which he secured in his briefcase, then placed it on the floor and immediately returned his gaze to her.
 

“I have an afternoon to myself, can I buy you lunch? That place we ate at yesterday was nice.”

The raised panel doors of the boardroom closed with a thud. Sarah’s face flushed and they both turned in the direction of the noise. Scott nodded to the four men and two women from the meeting he had been in ten minutes ago. They were all dressed in dark designer suits. Bill Wheaton, a pudgy balding man, nodded back then returned his attention to the five gathered around him. They all spoke in hushed tones, all the while referring to the maroon folders in their hands. Embossed on the cover of each folder was a silver cobra, its hood flared and ready to strike.

Scott watched Bill’s every movement while he doled out tasks and poked the folder with his index finger. Bill’s eyes locked on each member of the assembly when he addressed them. The gleaming marble floor reflected their every move. When the gathering finished, all but one dispersed in smaller groups. Office doors opened and closed in the distance, the buzz that flooded the lobby with their appearance now gone. The mundane click clicking of keyboards and chatter of faint voices somewhere beyond the reception desk was the only sound left.

With the others in Bill’s huddle gone, Thomas Andrews crossed the lobby to join Scott. He smiled but the smile hadn’t reached his eyes. His eyes held a look of relief.

“Wow, some meeting.”

“An excellent result for both sides, though,” Scott answered.

“No doubt about that.” Thomas led Scott away from the desk. “I’m glad I caught you before you took off. You can’t leave Detroit without seeing her.”

“I’m sure she’s a great ride,” Scott replied, his impatience unnoticed by Thomas.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to hear what Thomas had to say, he just wanted to get some sun. After spending months preparing this deal and the last two days locked in negotiations, Scott was ready for some relaxation.

“I’m serious, Scott,” Thomas continued. “The 69 Charger is in my opinion the best muscle car that Chrysler, or anyone else for that matter, has ever made.”
 

“The Charger is a great car, but most of our clients aren’t looking for old muscle cars. They all want flash. They see James Bond driving the newest Aston Martin, and they have to have it yesterday. At Cobra, we find a way to get it for them without waiting in line for a year or two.”
 

“All I’m asking is you see the car. Make a few calls. If you think you have a client interested, drive her to LA. See the country from the ground instead of thirty thousand feet. You said you were due some time off.”
 

Thomas, a tall man with dark blond hair and blue eyes, hadn’t made Junior VP of Graphic Design by taking no for an answer and he wasn’t going to start. Scott looked short standing next to him, but he could have been one of those guys; the men you see plastered all over the walls of hair salons, deep set dark eyes, chiseled features, flawless complexion, shiny dark hair. They were both handsome, athletic and looked like poster boys for Hugo Boss.
 

Scott stood listening to Thomas with something less than rapt enthusiasm. His focus repeatedly wandered to Sarah.
 

Sarah stopped typing and looked up. Scott sent a wink her way and she returned a flirtatious smile.
 

“What time does your flight leave?” Thomas asked.
 

“Just before 7:00 am.”
 

“Well, enjoy your afternoon. Tonight if you don’t have plans, we can meet for dinner, say sixish. It’s on me. I can pick you up in the Charger. We can cruise for a while after dinner. Show you what a cherry ride she is. You have to eat. Right?”
 

“Sounds good, Thomas. See you at six.”
 

“Awesome.”
 

After Thomas left, Scott returned his attention to Sarah.

“So, about lunch?”

“I can’t today. We have a staff meeting. Attendance is mandatory,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But I can meet for a drink after work if you want.”

“Can’t. I just told Thomas I’d meet him for dinner. Can you meet me for drinks after dinner?”

She slid a Post-it across the desk and whispered, “My cell number.”

Chapter Two

Growing next to the pasture fence on the westbound side of I-80, a large bush was the only green visible in any direction. It stood about seven feet tall and just as big around.
 

Seated crossed legged in the small patch of shade the bush provided, a young man sipped water from a flask. The small pointed leaves on the bush providing Roger Morris some shelter from the sun hung slightly limp, distressed and thirsting for rain. Roger wore khaki knee-length shorts and a white Aerosmith T-shirt. His short light red hair lay flat on his head. Roger left his home in Vermont three weeks ago, sometimes hiking and other times hitching across the country for the summer. On the ground in front of him lay a large blue backpack. The type of pack the sporting good stores sold to serious hikers, campers and rock climbers.

In July, the late afternoon sun blazed high above the horizon in the heartland. A small sign beside the highway read “York County”. The highway cutting through the Nebraska landscape looked like two lines painted on a sheet of plywood, angling slightly inward. In the distance the lines became one and terminated where the ground met the sky. As straight as the edge of a ruler the horizon stretched on in endless monotony. Above the line the sky was completely blue, any clouds that lingered after sunrise long burned off by the scorching rays. Below the line, an endless sea of yellow, sun dried pasture.

There was little to break the boredom of this near barren landscape. The fence poles that stood like sentinels on each side of the highway only accentuated the monotony. There were cattle in the distance. Most were lying down, lethargic from the heat. Cars sped along the interstate at seventy or eighty. It was easy to see how the dotted white line and relentless dull grey strip could be mesmerizing. Weary motorists would not even notice the speedometer climbing until the unwelcome flashing lights of a state trooper brought them out of their mind-numbing trance.

Roger took a sip of water from a flask, replaced the lid and put it in a side pocket of his pack, and then from a different pocket he removed a map of the lower forty-eight. A winding orange line highlighted his route. He put his finger on the line and slowly traced his progress. He had hoped to be at the Grand Canyon by now. Last Friday he had accepted an invitation from a dairy farmer to spend the weekend. Working in the barn, Roger learned more than he ever wanted to know about milk. He didn’t need to work his way across the country, he just wanted to see the dairy farm. The journey, not just the destination, was a big part of his planning, so he would get there when he got there, but the canyon remained the main attraction of this trip and he was anxious to see it.

Following the orange line to Vermont, his mood turned melancholy. He missed his family and friends. He allowed his mind to carry him back to the morning he left for this adventure. Millie Morris, Roger’s mother, worked out in the garden. Millie spent every morning from Memorial Day to Columbus Day, in the yard gardening. It was an odd shaped yard, almost triangular. Off in a corner separated from the main yard the pool looked almost lonely. A white fence surrounded the house and at its base, flowerbeds exploded in every color, like a scene from Munchkin Land.
 

Laughter from the house must have grabbed Millie’s attention from her garden. She looked up and waved at Roger now standing by the window. With a smile that wasn’t completely happy she put her gloves with her gardening tools in a basket at her feet and crossed the yard to the back door.

“Well, it’s about time you boys woke up.” Millie said walking into the kitchen. “I suppose you’re hungry.”
 

“Bacon and eggs sounds good, Ma,” Roger replied. He sat at the kitchen table with Ed the morning he left. Ed had been his best friend ever since he could remember.

When she turned to start their breakfast, Ed held his hand up for a high five. She watched their gesture through the corner of her eye, and her lips curled into a knowing smirk. Roger noticed his mother’s amusement and gave her a wink, causing that smirk to blossom into a giggle. They played the, “We’re just dumb boys” game so many times and they still thought she was clueless.
 

Roger was startled back to Nebraska when an eighteen-wheeler pulled onto the shoulder of the road in front of him, coming to a stop about fifty yards beyond. The breeze that made the heat tolerable moments before had died off leaving a white dust cloud to linger over the truck, giving it a preternatural eeriness.

He watched the truck, still shrouded in a halo of limestone powder. Cars had little effect on the cloud, but a large red transport hauling a load of cattle passed and the vortex from the big rig speeding by caused the airborne powder to swirl.
 

A shadow appeared through the dust at the back of the trailer. It came directly toward him. It was a man, his image getting clearer with each step. When the driver emerged from the murk, Roger wondered what the man wanted. It had to be coincidence that this driver picked this spot to stop. Even if the guy could have seen him from the cab of the truck at highway-speed he would’ve needed a half mile to stop that rig.

When the man got to within ten feet of the bush he began to pull down his fly. Roger decided this was a good time to get up and continue hiking up the road.
 

The driver jumped and yelled, “Whoa Nellie, you scared the living shit outta me boy.” He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and continued. “Been needin’ to piss for about an hour now. Saw that bush from about a mile back an figured it’s as good a place as any.”
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