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			Her business is finding criminals…

			But can she risk falling for a fugitive?

			Capturing Ace Colton is the solution to bounty hunter Sierra Madden’s troubles. The bounty will pay off the vicious loan shark whose goons are after her. Too cynical to buy Ace’s protestations of innocence, Sierra tamps down her growing attraction. But when she’s the ultimate target, she might be forced to rely on the absolute last person she should trust.

		
	
		
			“Shh. Was that a car door?”

			Ace was first to reach the blinds. Carefully lifting a slat, he cursed and warned Sierra, “We need to get out now! Ice Veins’ men have found your car—and they’ve brought reinforcements.”

			He grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the door.

			“They must’ve gotten a GPS tracker on my car somehow,” she said. “I should’ve known! I should’ve—”

			“Never mind that right now. Just move before we end up boxed in. There are at least three of them out there.”

			But Sierra was still so wobbly, she knew there was no way she could escape—especially not with armed men in pursuit. No way could she do anything except get Ace caught, too.

			So with her pounding heart in her throat, she told him, “Head off to the right now. Stick to the shadows.”

			When he tried to pull her, she jerked her hand away and pushed him forward. “Move! I’m just behind you!”

			Except when she exited in his wake, Sierra made a sharp turn, heading to the left with her hands raised.

			“Hands up and on your knees, bounty hunter!”

			* * *

			Book eleven of The Coltons of Mustang Valley

			* * *

			If you’re on Twitter, tell us what you think of Harlequin Romantic Suspense! #harlequinromsuspense

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			Lately, I’ve been thinking about how fragile family bonds can be, splintering over disagreements large and small. Damaged relationships have the power to break our hearts, just as my hero, the falsely accused fugitive Ace Colton, has seen his smashed to pieces at the outset of my latest story, Hunting the Colton Fugitive.

			Completely alone, he’s found himself in a deep, dark place in more ways than one. Yet like the bonds of the family he still loves, the human spirit is more resilient than one might imagine. All it requires is a dose of hope—or in Ace’s case, the dangerous distraction of a beautiful bounty hunter who has sworn to bring him home…for a price.

			But the capable and conflicted Sierra Madden comes bearing far more than the threat of a return that may end up costing him everything. As Ace and Sierra struggle to untangle the deadly web threatening his loved ones, he dares to believe the two of them might somehow break free of past pain and redefine family on their own terms, together.

			If they can only both survive…

			May your own paths to happiness be less hard-won but equally joyous.

			Colleen Thompson

		
	
		
			Hunting the Colton Fugitive

			Colleen Thompson
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			The Texas-based author of more than thirty novels and novellas, Colleen Thompson is a former teacher with a passion for reading, hiking, kayaking and the last-chance rescue dogs she and her husband have welcomed into their home. With a National Readers’ Choice Award and multiple nominations for the RITA® Award, she has also appeared on the Amazon, BookScan and Barnes & Noble bestseller lists. Visit her online at www.colleen-thompson.com.
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			To the fellow authors I’ve met along the way, thank you for all you do to offer inspiration, encouragement and a pathway through the darkest thickets.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Sitting at the built-in computer nook of a bunker hidden in the secluded foothills surrounding Mustang Valley, Ace Colton had long since lost track of whether it was day or night. With little access to natural light and zero human contact, he’d spent much of the past weeks obsessively sifting through news reports while considering the evidence against him. Trying to make sense of the so-called witness to his confession, the planted weapon and the way the solid and successful life he’d so long taken for granted had fallen to pieces since January.

			No, fallen was the wrong word. That implied something that had simply happened on its own, for no rhyme or reason. It was obvious by this point that his life as Payne Colton’s eldest son, the hardworking and successful CEO of a billion-dollar corporation, Colton Oil, had been deliberately blown to pieces. Stolen from him by whomever had sent out that email telling every other member of the board, his family, that he was, in fact, no real Colton, but an imposter foisted off on them at birth.

			Then, before the sickening shock of it, the sense of isolation and displacement, could begin to settle, his job was ripped away, too, though he’d done absolutely nothing wrong—known nothing of any scheme involving his being switched at birth.

			He would never forget the searing pain of hearing his father, the man he loved and trusted, tell him that only a real Colton was fit to lead the company. Afterward, harsh words had flown between them, words Ace would regret forever. For as understandable as his hurt and fury might have been, he’d been overheard, making him the prime suspect later when his father had been found lying on his office floor, barely breathing, with two bullets in him.

			Is he breathing still? When Ace had fled after a so-called witness had implicated him, and a gun linked to the shooting was found beneath a floorboard inside Ace’s own condo, the man he would always think of as his real father had still been in a coma, in critical condition. As badly as Payne had hurt Ace by acting as if, without a genetic link, none of his business acumen, hard work, or the relationships he’d spent a lifetime building made one damned bit of difference, he couldn’t hang around his condo waiting to be arrested, even though he knew he’d let down the people who cared for him by going into hiding.

			But neither could he actually leave the area, not without doing whatever he could to track down the real shooter, protect his family from further harm, and find some way to get his life back on track, even if he had to do it using his laptop to connect to the untraceable virtual private network that was his sole link to the outside world. He thanked his lucky stars that he’d purchased this plot of land several years ago from the cash-strapped, out-of-state nieces of a former owner. Only after the property’s closing had Ace learned of the existence of a survival bunker from some old receipts and a set of long-forgotten plans found among a packet of yellowed paperwork he’d been given.

			That long-ago investment, based on his vague instinct that the land, with its scenic views of the valley below, might someday prove a good place to build vacation rental cabins, had paid off in spades, a gift from his younger self to the desperate fugitive Ace had become. A gift he’d carefully retrofitted and provisioned as best he could in the weeks before it became apparent that he would soon be taken into custody.

			Within the tomblike confines of the bunker, he searched his online sources for any relevant local updates from the Mustang Valley area, from the obituary he dreaded to the longed-for news that his name had been cleared. Finding neither, he began skimming other headlines, only to nearly jump out of his skin when an alarm wailed over speakers placed throughout the bunker.

			Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!

			The security cameras he had installed above-ground set off a siren that echoed throughout the confined space, alerting him to the presence of an intruder.

			Heart thrashing against his rib cage, Ace leaped to his feet before typing in the code to access the hidden cameras. As his screen divided into six sections, a glimpse of swift movement and a clearly human outline on the lower right panel, near the entrance hatch, made his gut clench, though the lighting was too dim to make out any details.

			There was a bright flash of light and then a muffled boom. Carefully hung tools fell from the walls of the bunker as Ace’s panic spiraled.

			Was it the police, detonating the hatch and coming to arrest him? Surely not, he thought, reasoning that law enforcement, if they found him, would arrive en masse rather than what had appeared to be a solitary presence. His instincts told him it was far more likely that this was the same person who’d made the attempt on his father’s life and set him up to take the fall. Had the perpetrator come to bring him in—or to shoot him down, too?

			Sweating bullets, Ace went for the handgun he’d procured before going into hiding and wondered if he had it in him to pull the trigger. With only one way in and out of the bunker, there was no avenue to flee, and locking the inner submarine-style door would only give his unwanted guest time to gather reinforcements—or trigger yet another blast.

			Something clattered from the hatchway. Ace tensed, his stomach going icy cold.

			Reaching above his head, he flicked off the LED lights that would expose him when the interior door opened. After weeks of solitude in the confined space, he knew the bunker’s every twist and turn by heart—the only real advantage he had against a well-prepared intruder.

			Pushing himself back into the alcove adjacent to the opening, he waited in pitch darkness, feeling more like a trapped feral animal, teeth bared and claws ready, than the polished, urbane and occasionally ruthless corporate warrior he’d been for so long.

			Against the shallow scrape of his own breath, he heard the turning of the door’s mechanism, followed by the whoosh of its hydraulics. Dim light flickered; then came a shadow, followed by a puff of air cooler than the scrubbed bunker atmosphere he had been breathing. Smelling of leaves and needles, earth and fresh greenery, it spoke of the foothills, nighttime—and an imminent threat to his freedom or his life.

			With a wordless shout that echoed through the bunker, he jumped out and wrapped his arms around what he swiftly realized was a smaller person, twisting his body to slam his unwelcome guest headfirst into the bulkhead. There was a thud and a cry of alarm—higher pitched than he expected. An instant later the intruder twisted free, the silky sweep of long hair brushing across his face and filling his nostrils with a clean, light scent that triggered a memory of one of his sisters’ shampoos.

			“Ainsley?” He drew back reflexively, wonder vying with relief to imagine his attorney sibling tracking him here somehow. Guilt came next as he recalled how he’d thanked her for her efforts to help him by disappearing on her, and horror at how hard he’d slammed her into the bunker’s unyielding steel framing. “Ainsley, are you all right? I’m so sorry if I hurt—”

			Out of the darkness, something came at him like a guided missile, a blow that struck his temple hard enough to knock him off his feet.

			Head swirling on a raft of nausea, he found himself on his hands and knees a moment later, feeling for the pistol, which had gone flying from his hands. A second click preceded the flashlight’s beam, and the whole bunker was once more flooded with bright light.

			Before his eyes could adjust, the intruder sent his gun spinning out of reach with a kick. A no-nonsense yet decidedly feminine voice ordered, “On your feet, right now. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

			The speaker was not his little sister but a small and slender woman, maybe early thirties, whom he had never seen in his life. With her wavy, red-blond hair pushed back behind squared shoulders, she was aiming an intense green-eyed gaze, along with the business end of her 9mm automatic, directly at him.

			“I said, on your feet—now,” she repeated, her face as softly feminine as her voice was firm. “That is, if you aren’t still seeing stars from that left cross.”

			“That was you that hit me?” He staggered a little as dizziness washed over him when he rose. “With your actual fist?”

			Sure, he’d dropped his guard when he’d mistakenly imagined he had body-slammed his little sister, but this woman, who couldn’t be more than five-four and maybe one-fifteen soaking wet, had damned near knocked him out with a single blow. “Tell me you clocked me with that gun or something. Leave a man a little pride, at least.”

			“Come to think of it—” eyeing him critically, she waved the weapon to direct him farther inside the tube-shaped bunker “—maybe you ought to sit down. That punch to the head has you talking nonsense.”

			As he moved in the direction she indicated, she bent to sweep up his pistol with her free hand before dropping it into a side pocket of her dark gray tactical pants, her movement so deft and assured that he knew immediately he was dealing with a well-trained professional.

			There goes my last chance at freedom, he realized, his heart sinking. Unless he started talking fast.

			“Who the hell are you,” he demanded, “and what do you want with me?”

			“Relax and take a load off,” she suggested, gesturing toward a built-in leather sofa across the narrow corridor.

			With little choice, he complied, while his captor stood across from him, her back pressed against the command center’s chair behind her.

			“Nice little hideaway you’ve got down here,” she said, waving to indicate the pristine white walls and birch shelving, lined with boxed supplies that could easily stretch to last him for another six months. “Lucky thing for me your former real estate agent is the talkative sort. Very eager to chat about how understanding you were over the irregularities with the paperwork—including this little unpermitted building project that you could’ve thrown a fit over since it had never been inspected.”

			“I couldn’t see much point of causing those two young women any grief over some old mothballed bunker I never had any intention of using,” Ace said, shaking his head. “And you actually looked up my real estate agent?”

			She smiled. “In my experience, it’s a rare runner who strays too far from his home turf. Especially one with the kind of family ties that you have…and properties to spare.”

			“In your experience as what?” he asked, more certain than ever than the armed intruder who’d packed such a wallop wasn’t law enforcement, since she hadn’t identified herself as such. “The woman who’s come here to kill me?”

			She shook her head and made a scoffing sound. “I’m not here to kill you, Colton. I’ve come to escort you to the Mustang Valley PD so I can collect the bounty I’ve been promised.”

			* * *

			Sierra Madden tensed as Ace Colton leaned toward her, a lump rising where she’d slugged him and his dark brown eyes boring uncomfortably into hers.

			“Start explaining, right now,” he ordered, looking better than he had any right to, considering his month-long confinement.

			The neatly groomed light brown hair in his corporate headshots had given way to a somewhat longer, more unruly look. In place of the expensive suit and silk tie, he now wore a tight black T-shirt with worn jeans molded to a trim, athletic body. Though the bulge of his biceps made her suspect he’d been working off some of his frustrations with free weights, he was a good deal leaner than he’d been in photos from his CEO days. A spiky layer of stubble, frosted with a hint of silver at his jawline, gave him an edgy look of the sort that she’d always been drawn to…sometimes to her detriment.

			Some men dressed up nicely, she knew, but leave it to her to come up with one whose appearance had been improved by life on the lam. Not that it matters. Ace Colton’s nothing to me but the fat paycheck I need to buy my way out of big trouble.

			“First off, I need to know exactly who you are,” he added, “and who it was that put you on my trail.”

			She chuffed a laugh. “You know, you’re awfully demanding for a guy with a goose egg on his head and a gun pointed at him. Or is arrogance just an occupational hazard for you CEO types?”

			“Ex-CEO,” he said, sounding irritated, “as if you haven’t made it crystal clear already you’ve done your homework on my background. Which gives you a distinct advantage over me.”

			“I happen to like advantages. But then again, who doesn’t?”

			“Come on. A name, at least? What’s that going to cost you?”

			She shrugged. “Fine, then. I’m Sierra Madden.”

			“And you must be a bounty hunter, right? But how can that be? I haven’t been arrested, so there’s no bail bond for me to have skipped out on. What authority do you even have to—”

			“The way I figure it, I’m aiming all the authority I need at you right now.” She jerked her gun a smidgeon higher. “But you’re right. This isn’t usually the way I work. And in your case, there’s no need to think of me as the enemy. I’m here to help you, Asa.”

			“It’s Ace,” he corrected—unnecessarily, since she knew full well from her research that no one ever called him by his given name. “And I don’t know which part of that story is the most convincing, the part where you break in here aiming a gun at me or maybe it’s when you said you were about to turn me in to the police to be arrested.”

			Frowning, Sierra reminded herself that Ace Colton was, for her, a means to an end. She didn’t have to like him—plus, he was wanted for attempted murder. “I’ve been hired by a member of your family interested in bringing you home so the best possible defense can be arranged for the pending charges.”

			“I’ve been through all that with my sister.” He grimaced as if the memory pained him. “I know Ainsley means well, but with someone intent on setting me up to take the fall for our father’s shooting—”

			“Ainsley?” Sierra shook her head. “It wasn’t her who sent me, or any of your siblings. It was your stepmother.”

			“My stepmother? You can’t mean Genevieve? Why would she, when she thinks I’ve shot her husband?”

			“No, not your father’s current wife. The other one. Selina Barnes Colton was the woman who—”

			“Selina? Are you out of your mind?” Ace erupted, rocketing to his feet so quickly that Sierra shrank back, abruptly reassessing her earlier assumptions about the soft, rich man she’d thought to find here, a previously pampered forty-year-old heir who’d been unable to accept the abruptness of his change in status. “That woman doesn’t want to help me. She’s never wanted anything except to feather her own nest and—Hell, for all I know, she’s the one who shot my father and tried to pin it on me in the first place.”

			“Sit down right now,” Sierra ordered, pointing the gun squarely at his chest. “Or so help me, I will make your stepmother very sorry that she didn’t specify that I had to return you in one piece to collect the bounty.”

			“She’d throw you a party if you shot me. Believe me, from the moment she weaseled her way into the family, that woman has never, for a single moment, had anyone’s best interests but her own in mind.” Ace shook his head, his eyes darkening with fury. “Marrying my dad after my mother died and playing our stepmother for a hot five minutes was only a means to an end for her and nothing more.”

			“So she was never the maternal type? That’s what you’re saying?”

			Ace scoffed and waved the question off, bitterness twisting his expression. “She might’ve had my father fooled at one time—and for all I know, she still has something on him, considering how she’s managed to hold on to her job at Colton Oil and the nice house he built for her on ranch property—but believe me, she’s not fooling anybody else.”

			Sierra caught her breath, recalling her own suspicions. The rational, rehearsed-sounding explanations the polished businesswoman had given, along with the outsized bounty Selina had offered, hadn’t jibed with the raw avarice gleaming in the cool depths of her eyes.

			Ordinarily, Sierra would have asked more questions. Or even trusted her instincts and walked away from the highly irregular agreement. But the truth was, she’d been desperate, more than desperate, and the deal, coming when it had, had seemed like a miracle from heaven. Or from whatever Great Beyond accepted broken-down gambling addicts like her father.

			“She’s never given a damn about any of my father’s children,” Ace said. “For her, it’s always been about getting her hooks into the family fortune. And I promise you, whatever she’s paying you to do is part of the next round in her game plan, because she has to know that we’ll toss her off the property in a minute if my father—if he—”

			He stopped himself abruptly, his forehead creasing with worry. Sinking back down to the sofa, he asked quietly, “Tell me I haven’t missed something while I’ve been stuck here, that my father hasn’t—that he isn’t worse. Or even—I keep checking online when I’m able, but I know that sometimes, in cases like these, the hospitals and police withhold information.”

			“As far as I know,” she said, “there’s been no change in his condition.”

			He sighed, some of the tension draining from his face. “Thank God for that.”

			“I suppose you’re sorry then, about what happened,” she said, reminded of how many times she’d heard such sentiments from killers in the past. Maybe, she supposed, they even meant what they were saying. But in her world decent people didn’t shoot or stab or strangle the people they loved when they got angry. They didn’t leave them grievously wounded while they fled like cowards from the consequence of their actions.

			“Of course I’m sorry someone did this to him. Did this to all of us,” Ace blurted, his deep voice shaking with emotion. “I didn’t hurt my father. I never…no matter how upset we both were—you have to believe me.”

			She shrugged a shoulder. “No offense, Ace, but I’m not really the person you need to waste your breath convincing. You’ll get an attorney, I imagine a first-rate one with all your money, and he or she will—”

			“I love my dad,” he insisted, his dark gaze never wavering. “I always will, and he’ll always be the man I think of, the ideal I’d want to emulate, should I ever get the chance to be a father.”

			Though she was well aware that Payne Colton wasn’t Ace’s biological father, it struck her that Ace’s words still resonated in a way that his stepmother’s hadn’t. But Sierra had run across plenty of people who were perfectly capable of harming a family member and then pretending—even to themselves—that it had never happened. Or praying that the victim would pull through so the charges they themselves faced would be limited to assault rather than murder.

			“You’ll get your chance later to explain all this,” she assured him, eager to move things along. Yet, she couldn’t stop thinking of how he’d said, should I ever get the chance to be a father. Her conscience prickled but didn’t stop her from reminding him, “I still have to take you in now.”

			He shook his head. “You can’t. Don’t you understand? Selina only wants me dragged in to take the heat off her. Or she’s setting me up somehow. Probably planning some accident to take me out before I ever go to trial.”

			“If that’s really the case,” Sierra assured him, “you’re better off in jail. I’ll see you get there safely.”

			“I’m safer here, where I can keep working on finding the real shooter and figuring out exactly who’s behind all this.”

			“I hate to break it to you, but that ship has sailed.” Sierra lifted her chin. “Even if I wanted to pretend I’d never seen you, when I take on a contract, I deliver.”

			“If it’s professional pride,” Ace said, “what pride could there be in doing the bidding of a conniving schemer like Selina?”

			“Listen, Colton, I’ve just met you. And even you have to admit, you’ve got a lot of very compelling reasons to lie your head off at this point.”

			“Then pick up a damned phone. Ask anybody in the family. They’ll all tell you the same thing about that woman. She’s clearly up to something. And she means to destroy me, or maybe the whole family, to get it.”

			Not my circus, not my monkeys, Sierra told herself, recalling one of her father’s favorite proverbs. No matter how compelling a case Ace Colton made, or how ridiculously hot he looked doing it, it didn’t change that fact.

			But there was something in his expression—or maybe it was guilt over the secret she’d learned before coming to look for him, the secret she was keeping from him—that had her explaining, “It’s nothing personal, but you’re not the only one with father issues. And mine are about to get a whole lot messier if I don’t deliver you and collect the bounty Selina promised me tonight.”

			“What could possibly be messier than having a framed man—or maybe even a dead one—on your conscience?”

			She scowled, her stomach souring at the reminder of her most pressing problem.

			“Losing a leg to my father’s loan shark,” she said bluntly, “all because he’s hell-bent on making an example out of me.”

			* * *

			As tough a customer as the bounty hunter holding him at gunpoint appeared to be, Ace couldn’t miss the flicker of fear in the depths of her green eyes warring with her apparent need to appear strong.

			Yet, he sensed an opening, too, like a hairline fault in a rock face that would allow a skilled climber a toehold.

			Praying that he wouldn’t plummet, he tried, “Your father’s loan shark? How’s that work?”

			She tensed visibly, bristling at the question. “I don’t owe you some longwinded explanation. It’s enough that I tell you we’re going to—”

			“You’re right.” He shrugged. “I don’t need a damned thing. But it looks to me like you could use to tell it. And why not to me? After all, who am I but some attempted murder suspect with a bounty on his head?”

			Having said his piece, he fell silent, giving her the space to work it out for herself. If he failed, he had lost nothing. But if she opened up to him, he figured he might find some avenue to somehow talk his way out of this mess.

			“You know, you’re not the only one who loves your old man,” she said accusingly before her voice went husky with emotion. “I loved mine, too, still do, God rest his stubborn soul. He taught me everything I know about the bounty hunting business, most of what I know about men. And everything I’ve learned about picking up on human weakness. The problem was, he was stone blind to his own.”

			“We’ve all got our blind spots,” Ace said. He’d erupted in anger after his world had crumbled instead of using his head and working harder to figure out whatever angle the woman who’d apparently switched him at birth had been playing.

			“Part of it was Vegas,” she continued, “that whole world where I grew up, and the cash, the flash and the high rollers he was always drawn to, especially after my mom left us. By the time I realized he was keeping everything afloat, even feeding the two of us, on borrowed money, he owed a small fortune. I did my best to help out, worked my tail off in the family business to pay down the debt, got him into a gambling rehab program, but it only got worse and worse until…”

			Sighing heavily, she reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose, the gun drooping a little in her right hand.

			Ace wondered if she might eventually drop her guard enough for him to turn the tables.

			“For a while,” she continued, “it really seemed like things might work out. He was doing better. We were—until the cancer got bad.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said reflexively, unable to keep his mind from going back, however briefly, to the hell of losing his mother when he and his siblings were just kids. Though Sierra was a woman grown, it sounded as if she had no other family, no one else at all, to lean on.

			She nodded in reply. “The worse the news from his doctors, the more he needed an outlet for his stress—and the more convinced he became that he was on the brink of scoring that one big win that would finally turn everything around. It was so infuriating, listening to him claiming he was doing it for me when he was only making things worse.”

			Ace told himself he’d been alone for too damned long, getting sucked into her story this way. “I totally get that. Ainsley and our siblings could never understand our father’s addiction to Selina. His refusal to banish her from our lives, no matter what she did.”

			“By the time my father died,” Sierra continued, her gaze so distant that it made him wonder if she’d even heard him, “he owed doctors, the hospital—but the worst was the hundreds of thousands, with interest compounding daily, he had on the books of the most cutthroat loan shark in Nevada.”

			“But those debts were your father’s,” Ace said, trying not to let her catch him watching her gun hand droop a little farther, “not yours.”

			“Try telling Ice Veins that.”

			“Ice Veins?” Ace shook his head. “You’re kidding. The name sounds like something out of some old gangster movie. With cases of machine guns and crates of bootleg whiskey.”

			Sierra shrugged. “You don’t get a reputation like his by being subtle. Or reasonable, either. You would think he’d like to keep me in one piece just to keep his payments coming, but he took offense last month—extreme offense—when I refused to turn loose a bail jumper named Eddie Harris who happened to be his favorite nephew.”

			“Maybe under the circumstances you should’ve considered—”

			She shook her head, a hard, emerald fire sparking in her eyes as the gun twitched back to its full, upright position. “My dad might’ve owed the guy, but that doesn’t mean that Ice Veins owns me. And I’m not letting a homicide suspect, no matter who he is, walk for anybody. Especially not someone like Eddie, who’s been accused of other killings in the past.”

			Ace’s heart fell. Because that was all he would ever be to the beautiful Sierra Madden. Another scumbag suspect to be handed over. Why would you even care what this woman thinks?

			“Immediately after that,” she said, “Ice Veins called in the rest of my note, said I needed to pay off the final chunk by two days ago, or he was going to personally see to it that I came up a leg short.”

			“A leg? He threatened to cut off your leg?”

			“Smash it, sever it, shoot it… I didn’t ask for the specifics. All I know is I won’t be working, or making further payments, without two good legs to stand on. Which means I’m a dead woman if I can’t come up with the twenty-five thousand dollars that Selina promised me for bringing you back to your family.”

			Twenty-five thousand dollars? Selina clearly wanted him back—and no doubt, locked up—in a big way, if she was willing to cough up that kind of cash. And it was crystal clear that the bounty hunter wasn’t about to—and couldn’t—set him free with her own health, possibly her life, hanging in the balance.

			“So what if I told you,” he said, weighing the possibilities, “I’d be willing to pay you that same twenty-five grand. Get this gangster off your back forever, if you’ll only—”

			“You have the money here?” she asked, the skin crinkling around her nose. “Just lying around this bunker?”

			“Well, no,” he claimed. A knee-jerk reaction, when the truth was more complicated. And far too dangerous to share with a woman with a gun and such a pressing need. “Not exactly, but—”

			“But nothing. I haven’t been in this business for a dozen years without having desperate fugitives try to buy me off before. I suppose you think I’m dumb enough to take a personal check?”

			He made a scoffing sound, thinking quickly about how would be the best way to do this without guaranteeing that he turned his bunker hideaway into his tomb. Because he might feel for Sierra’s predicament, might even find her sexy, with those big green eyes and that tight little body that could so handily knock him on his ass, but he’d be a fool to trust the woman with his life.

			“You can handle an online transfer, can’t you?” he asked. “I can’t access my accounts from here. We’ll need to get well away so I can use my cell without leading the authorities straight here.”

			He’d been fantasizing for weeks about returning to the surface. Feeling the wind whispering against his skin, smelling the fresh scents of the underbrush and seeing the outlines of the foothills, along with the variegated greens of the foliage at this elevation. But he knew that the moment he powered it up again, his phone would ping the nearest cell towers. And surely the police would be working with his telecom provider, waiting to spring into action the moment they could get a bead on his location.

			She looked doubtful. “I don’t know, Ace. If I’m seen anywhere with you and I don’t turn you in like I agreed to—”

			“It’s not like I can afford to take that kind of a chance, either,” he said. “That’s why I took the precaution of stocking this place with some things I might need in case I had to disguise myself.”

			“You sure you’re only a first-time fugitive?” Amusement quirked the corners of her mouth. “Because you’ve really done a first-rate job on your prepping.”

			He snorted and shrugged. “It’s the CEO in me. I’ve always been a big believer in the value of insurance. Let’s see if I have anything here in my bag of tricks that might work as a disguise for you, too.”

			Pulling a duffel from one of the boxes on the shelves, he reached to unzip it.

			“Not so fast,” she warned. “Push that over to me first, will you? Slowly.”

			Looking up at her, he said, “Listen, I can assure you that you’re holding the only gun I had with me in the bunker.”

			Red-blond brows, a shade darker than her hair, rose. “Forgive me if I need to make sure you haven’t planted a little insurance elsewhere.”

			As she squatted down and checked through the bag’s contents, he said, “If I give you the money for this loan shark, I’ll need your promise you won’t lead the police to my bunker’s entrance.”

			Sierra pulled out a cowboy hat, followed by an oversize snap-buttoned shirt and a pair of Western boots. “And you’re willing to take me at my word on that?”

			He offered a half smile. “If you won’t sell out your honor for a man like Ice Veins, I have some hope, maybe this much—” he pinched his fingers about a half inch apart “—that you won’t do a woman like Selina such a favor.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” Sierra offered. “You drop that money into my account, and I’ll make myself scarce. I promise. I’ll take off for Vegas before sunup. And I won’t volunteer any help to the police with their investigation.”

			“But if you’re brought in and questioned?”

			She huffed out her disbelief. “You aren’t seriously asking me to outright lie to the cops for you? Come on, Colton. I’ve already told you what I will do. What I can do if I want to keep my license.”

			He stared a challenge at her, certain that all he’d have to do was wait before his silence and the lure of desperately needed money would convince her to give up even more. It was a tactic that had worked for him more often than not during business negotiations.

			But it was clear from Sierra’s expression that she wasn’t falling for it. Clear enough that he dropped the idea of sweetening the deal with an additional sum of money almost as quickly as it occurred.

			“You’ve heard my terms.” She rose from her seat, the gun held firmly in her hand. “So are we still dealing? Or do we make the drive to the police station instead?”

			He sighed, realizing that trusting in this deal—and whatever luck the universe might have on offer—remained his best shot to steer clear of whatever his loving stepmother was plotting. It was his best chance, too, to buy himself the time to figure out whether Selina might be somehow linked to the woman who had apparently switched him with the real Colton heir—or his father’s shooter.

			“All right, then,” he agreed. “Let’s do this disguise thing.”

			“Just don’t make any quick moves or do anything you haven’t vetted with me first,” Sierra warned him, “or your particular get-up may involve an eye patch and extra bandaging…”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Having altered her appearance on many previous occasions, Sierra was quick to improvise. While he turned his back to make his own choices, she stripped off her gray fleece top, then pulled an oversize navy men’s work shirt from Ace’s bag of tricks over her tee.

			After shoving the rolled sleeves up to her elbows, she tackled her long hair, twisting it into a long ponytail, which she tucked up beneath another duffel find, a tweed newsboy cap. Also large for her, the hat slanted jauntily, its short brim resting atop a pair of chunky, horn-rimmed glasses. To that, she added a distinctly teenage male slouch and the bored and sullen sneer that had made any number of jittery bail jumpers miss her among crowds before.

			“Wow,” Ace said when he turned around a couple of minutes later. “If I didn’t know there was a good-looking woman underneath that…”

			“And for a diamond cufflinks, silver-spoon type, you make a half-convincing cowboy,” she said, honestly assessing his new look, thanks to the black Stetson, Western shirt and boots and the red bandanna he’d tied around his neck. But then again, she reminded herself, he wasn’t biologically a Colton, so maybe this version was closer to the truth than either one of them imagined.

			“I’ve got a fake beard and some spirit gum if you think that’ll help.”

			Making a face, she shook her head. “Just keep your collar high and your hat low because if anybody gets close enough to look at either one of us too hard, this is gonna be a real short trip.”

			Sierra couldn’t help noticing how nervous Ace looked as they emerged from the hatch that her charge had blown open earlier into a darkness brightened by the glow of a full moon. As he peered into the deepest shadows, he jerked his head toward the sound of an owl hooting and a soft wind rustling through the treetops.

			“Relax, Ace,” she urged him, more concerned about his frame of mind than she was about running across anyone else on this isolated hillside. “I had every reason to make sure I wasn’t followed coming up here. We’re all alone, not a soul for miles. My car’s hidden just a couple hundred yards below.”

			“Sure,” he said, his voice hoarse as he used some fallen branches in an attempt to disguise the now vulnerable entrance from other prying eyes, an entrance she’d had a devil of a time finding earlier, in spite of the rough map the real estate agent had sketched for her. But as he rose and walked beside her, their feet crunching on dried twigs and grasses, she could easily spot the tension in his movements, as if every muscle lay coiled, waiting to spring into action at the slightest sign of trouble…

			Or was he waiting for his chance to get the drop on her?

			Increasingly concerned that he might try something that would end up getting one or both of them hurt—or cost her her crucial payout—she began to wonder if sticking with Selina’s deal would prove the safer bet. “Maybe this offer of yours isn’t such a good idea,” she suggested as he lifted a pine bough and held it to let her duck under. “Twenty-five grand’s a lot of money just to delay a problem you’re going to have to deal with sooner or later anyway. And besides, if you really were right about your stepmother plotting something—”

			“I’m willing to take my chances,” he said, his breath catching for a moment as he caught his first glimpse of the lights of town, many miles in the distance.

			“I’d be just as happy solving my problem with her money as yours,” she admitted, reaching up to adjust her cap, which had slid down to obscure her vision. “Besides, you could hire a really good lawyer with that kind of—”

			Returning his attention to her, he waved off her concern. “Lawyers and money I’ve got,” he said bitterly. “Money I’ve saved my whole life for the family I never took the time away from work to start. And now, for all I know, I’ll never get the chance to…”

			“Ace…” Her heart twisted at the thought of the latest news from Mustang Valley. A personal matter and a secret that a complete stranger like her had no business sharing with the fugitive.

			She weighed her options, struggling to balance the knowledge of the heinous crime this man stood accused of against the possibility that just maybe, telling him would ground him, giving him some reason to be careful. A reason that might help ensure her future, keeping her alive, as well…

			* * *

			Her gaze connected with his. A real connection that Ace felt running through him like a strong electric current. And in that moment he sensed, with a clarity unlike anything he’d experienced in his entire life, that there was something that she meant to tell him. Something that would fracture the plane of his life into two distinct parts: before and after.

			“There’s no easy way to say this except to come right out and tell you,” she began, her voice vibrating with emotion. “You have a daughter. A daughter of your own who’s waiting patiently to meet you.”

			“What? What the hell?” Adrenaline spilled through the floodgates, unleashing a throbbing in his chest, a burning tightness stretching over his skin. Followed by absolute fury that she would mess with him like this. “Why on earth would you tell a lie like that when you know damned well I’ve just lost any claim to all the family I ever had?”

			“Whoa, whoa, cowboy,” she said, a glint of moonlight off the handgun’s metallic surface giving away the fact that she had raised it. And making him realize he’d advanced on her in a way she clearly found threatening. “Pipe down for a minute and just listen to me, would you? I’ve seen a picture of Nova myself, thanks to Selina, and heard that your brothers and sisters introduced her as your daughter. A daughter by blood, Ace. There’s already been a DNA test.”

			“But that’s…impossible,” he said. “I don’t have a little girl—I couldn’t possibly.”

			“She’s in Mustang Valley,” Sierra told him. “And she’s a young woman, not a child. Not only that, but she’s—”

			Stiffening, Sierra cut herself off to glance back over her shoulder.

			It was the only warning Ace had before a dark bulk separated itself from the deeper shadow. A loud crackling sound preceded her cry of pain and alarm as she buckled forward.

			Before Ace understood what was happening, she’d collapsed completely. He spotted a large man hunched over her and pressing a stun gun to the side of her neck, which was sparking and snapping with the rattling sound of a transformer arcing.

			“Hold it right there,” a deep voice growled as a second man grabbed Ace’s shoulder from behind and pressed something hard and unyielding—stun gun, it had to be—against the sore spot at his temple. “Move another muscle and you’re dead when you don’t hafta be. Our beef’s not with you. It’s this little deadbeat we got business with.”

			“Stop it now! Stop shocking her before you kill her!” Ace shouted, sickened by the popping noises, the helpless jerking of her body beside the shaved-head ox squatting beside her, his mouth stretched into a leer of pure cruelty. Sierra Madden might be Ace’s captor, but this sickened him—and had him wanting to turn their weapons on the two thugs that had jumped them. Thugs that gave credence to the story she had told him about the loan shark who went by the name Ice Veins.

			When the crackling ceased abruptly, the man holding the gun on him, a heavily muscled specimen with a dark chinstrap beard, told his partner, “Careful frisking her for weapons. My buddies from down the boxing gym tell me she’s won her last two matches by knockout, and half the guys are scared to spar with her.”

			No wonder she took me down, Ace realized. Not that it made him feel one bit better to hear the bald guy laugh or watch him pin her down with one meaty hand splayed across her chest while she whimpered, struggling to regain control of her still-twitching limbs. “Bitch won’t be punching nobody for a while. Nice try with the disguise, Miss Madden.”

			With that, he tossed aside the fake glasses and pulled her hair free of its makeshift updo.

			“N-no,” she protested. “G-get your—h-hands off me.”

			Ace surged forward in response, only to grunt with pain when the bearded goon holding him sharply cracked the gun against his brow and cheekbone. Vision graying out, Ace dropped to his knees.

			By the time he could see again, the bald thug was pocketing both Sierra’s weapon and the one she’d taken earlier from Ace inside the bunker. Rising with a grunt, the huge man took a step back, aiming a revolver so long that it practically qualified as a hand cannon above the bounty hunter’s breast.

			“I didn’t come across any wad of cash that felt like my boss’s twenty-five thousand dollars in those pockets,” he told her, a satisfied sneer spreading across his broad face. “So which leg do you want blown off? The right one or the left?”

			* * *

			Nauseated from the threat as she felt uncoordinated from the jolting, Sierra pleaded, “You can’t do this—”

			“If you’ll be patient just a minute—” though dark streamers of blood were running down his face, Ace Colton spoke with the forced cheer of a determined salesman “—I’ll be happy to take care of Ms. Madden’s bill here.”

			Both men’s heads snapped in his direction. Along with Sierra’s surprised gaze. Why would he volunteer his assistance, now that she was both unarmed and helpless? Did he think they’d kill him otherwise, eliminating him as a witness to their violence?

			“All of it?” the bald man asked him, his pale eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Because we’ve got strict instructions not to leave Mustang Valley without either the money or a photo of the mangled leg she owes my boss.”

			“And personally,” his bearded cohort chuckled, “we kinda figured that ole Ice Veins would just as soon have us blast her leg off, on account of the way she jammed up his favorite nephew.”

			“Every penny,” Ace insisted, “if you don’t mind waiting for me to head down to where I can get a decent cell phone signal so I can transfer the funds to—”

			The bearded man nearest to him snorted. “You think we take electronic transfers? I imagine you want us to print you out a nice, neat receipt, too?”

			The men’s coarse laughter had panic bubbling up into Sierra’s throat.

			“This is a strictly cash operation, mister,” the larger bald man told him, his voice dropping to a more menacing pitch as he straightened to tower over her. “But it’s your lucky day, and we’re giving you one chance right now. Walk away and forget you ever saw or heard us, and you don’t have to be a part of this. Otherwise… I’ve got some extra ammo in this gun.”

			When Ace glanced toward her, Sierra felt truly lost, as alone as she had ever felt in her life. For Ice Veins’s men were offering him the escape he craved and needed.

			Certainly, he didn’t owe her, Sierra knew as she steeled herself, her gaze connecting with the fugitive’s for a fraction of a second. Nice for Colton to try; he surely wouldn’t risk his own skin for the woman who’d burst into his lair and decked him with a left cross, the woman who meant nothing to him other than a threat.

			“What if I told you I could get it all in cash,” Ace blurted, looking from one of the loan shark’s men to the other, “by tomorrow morning? And what if I sweetened the deal with, let’s say, five grand each for the two of you? You know, to reward you for your patience if you’ll only wait?”

			Sierra’s heart skipped a beat, her lungs refilling with the sweet, fresh breath of hope. Though she couldn’t imagine how Ace could actually come up with so much currency so quickly, his gambit flooded her with the energy she needed to reach down and carefully begin lifting up her pant leg, reaching for the boot that her captor hadn’t checked nearly as carefully as he should have.

			“I don’t know,” the bald man told Ace. “We do have somewhere else we’re supposed to be.”

			“And besides,” the bearded one said, “if Ice Veins figures we’re trying to run some kind of side deal on him—let’s just say he’s not the most forgiving of bosses.”

			“Who’s to say he has to know?” Ace asked. “Or that it even has to be five thousand? What if I made it eight apiece?”

			“Or how ’bout ten for each of us, big spender?” The bearded man laughed. “Is this bitch worth it to you?”

			“You may not be an ATM, but I’m not your piggybank, either,” Ace said, abruptly shifting from affable salesman to tough negotiator. “So take it or leave it. It’s no skin off my teeth. I’m just trying to save us all some fuss and bother.”

			“You’ll be no bother to anybody when you’re dead, Slick,” said the bald man, spinning his bulk toward Ace so quickly that Sierra knew for certain that he meant to shoot him.

			It forced her to spring into action, grasping the little pepper spray gun from her boot holster. With its palm-size orange safety tip—designed to let police know it was not a lethal weapon—it might not look like much, but the toy-like plastic backup sent a stream of noxious fluid straight into the big man’s face.

			Yelping and choking, he dropped to his knees, clawing at his streaming nose and eyes while blindly squeezing off a round from his huge gun.

			Rising, Sierra whirled around, hoping to spray the bearded man’s face, too. But she saw that Ace was grappling with him, the two of them fighting to control the gun still in the thug’s right hand.

			Get out of here, her instincts screamed. Get to the car before the other creep manages to shoot you!

			But there was no way she could leave Ace, not when she was responsible for dragging him into this mess. So instead she looked around desperately until she found a fallen tree limb. Snatching up the thick branch, she whacked the bearded man so hard across the back that the breath exploded from his lungs.

			The force of the blow sent him lurching into Ace. Yet another shot, a deafening crack, echoed through the darkness.

			For a moment she held her breath, listening for something, anything, beyond the coughing and the cursing of the pepper-sprayed bald thug, to let her know what had happened.

			Then she heard the unmistakable crash of a man’s body thudding to the ground.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Ace’s breath roared in his ears as the two of them pounded downhill, Sierra hauling him by the hand. One of the loan shark’s goons roared threats as the moans of the bearded man, who’d been shot in the struggle, faded behind them.

			“Hurry. Car’s this way.” Panting out the words, she spoke urgently into Ace’s ear, “And whatever you do, keep your head low. The big guy’s still got his gun!”

			Ace wasn’t sure how ducking was supposed to stop a bullet, but he instinctively heeded her advice as he scrambled after her. Practically blinded by the darkness and the blood streaming into his right eye, he was repeatedly whipped and scraped by branches.

			But regardless of the outcome, he’d cast his lot with this woman. And now he had no choice except to trust her to get them both out of this situation.

			Even so, when she drew up short and peered around a few minutes later, doubt flooded in. With his injured face throbbing in time with the pounding of his heartbeat, he asked, “You’ve lost the car, haven’t you? Maybe if we crouch down and hide, they’ll pass us by.”

			“There! It’s over there.” Her sigh was audible as she let go of him and led him to a small depression partly shrouded by thick undergrowth. “The door’s unlocked, so—”

			Needing no more invitation, he clambered over and climbed into a dark-colored sedan. Seconds later she was in the driver’s seat and snapping on a seat belt before cranking up the engine.

			The car lurched backward and swung clear of the brush before she dropped it into Drive.

			From outside there was a pop, followed by a splintering sound as, just behind Ace’s head, the rear passenger window shattered. “Go, go, go!” he shouted.

			The tail end of the car careening, the tires suddenly gained purchase. As the headlights came on to illuminate the path ahead, Ace shouted an unnecessary warning. Sierra was already swerving around tree trunks thicker than his legs.

			Belting himself in in an effort to remain upright, Ace said, “Dirt road’s to your left. There! We’re clear now, or I think we are—unless he’s got wheels nearby, too.”

			She darted a glance into the rearview mirror, her eyes wide and her face frozen in a grimace. His admiration rose another notch as she visibly pulled herself together, slowing her gasping breaths and mastering her body’s shaking.

			“Half blind as he’s gotta be and with his partner shot, we’re sure to lose him.” Sierra flicked a look in his direction as she pulled onto an old logging road and mashed down on the accelerator. “Are you—your face?”

			Wiping away blood, he said, “I’ll be okay, I think. What about you? Are you hurt?”

			She gave a hoot of laughter. “Ask me once the adrenaline wears off, why don’t you?”

			Ace suspected the same might be true in his case, with the thundering in his chest, the crazed buzz of adrenaline drowning out everything except the immediate need to get clear of the two men who would surely kill them, given half a chance.

			It didn’t sink it for another mile or two down the dark and tree-lined road that the wound he had inflicted on the bearded man during their struggle might very well prove fatal.

			“I’ve never shot a man before,” he said, sounding as numb as he felt. Let alone maybe killed one, despite what half of Mustang Valley and the police seemed to think.

			Sierra slid another look his way. In the faint glow of the dashboard lights, he saw her narrow-eyed skepticism give way to a nod. “If it makes you feel any better,” she said, “he wouldn’t have any qualms about putting a bullet in you before he plugged me.”

			“I know there wasn’t any choice. It’s just… I’m not—I don’t know how to deal with any of this.”

			“I get that, Ace, and I appreciate it,” she said. “Just the same way I appreciate that you didn’t turn your back on me when they gave you the chance to walk away.”

			This time it was Ace’s turn to laugh, a humorless sound like the scraping of dry tree limbs in the wind. “I’ve been on the wrong end of enough business dealings to know when I’m flat-out being lied to. Those guys never meant to let me go. They would have sooner shot me in the back the moment I turned around than trust me to leave and keep my mouth shut.”

			“You have good instincts,” she allowed. “In their line of business, witnesses are liabilities. But thanks anyway. It means a lot. Without your help, I’d’ve definitely…”

			“You’re welcome, I suppose,” he said when it became apparent that she didn’t care to finish the thought. “But where to now? If they do catch up with us, I doubt they’re going to be in the mood to stop with your leg.”

			She slowed before turning left onto a hard-packed caliche road. “That’s my problem, not yours. I’m taking you back to the police station, where you’ll be safe from my issues and will be free to start getting your life back in order.”

			“Free?” he fired back. “We both know the first thing they’re going to do is lock me up so I don’t disappear again.”

			“Haven’t you been in a cage all this time anyway?” she asked. “I don’t see what the difference is, except for this time your family has some high-priced lawyer working on your issue.”

			“Oh, there’s a difference, all right. Come on, Sierra. Can’t you see? We’re in this together now. You’ve already said you owe me.”

			“I owe you more than getting you killed over what just happened. Which means putting space between us.”

			“Or better yet, making sure they don’t find either of us. And I think I know a place where we can hole up, at least for the rest of the night. A little mom-and-pop motel outside of town, well off any of the main drags, where we can get a room in cash—I’ve got enough on me to give you some to register so they won’t see me—and lay low for the rest of the night.”

			She glanced his way. “You mean a no-tell motel where you rich boys take your mistresses?”

			“Don’t look at me.” He shrugged. “I’m an unrepentant bachelor with my own private condo in town and a home on the Triple R. But I’ve heard about this place…and I’m willing to bet that those two haven’t. They’re from Las Vegas, aren’t they?”

			“They are, but—” She gasped and braked hard as a tan blur whisked before their headlights. The tires grabbed the gravel, but not fast enough to avoid the large deer that had come out of nowhere.

			As the car shuddered to a halt, the buck thudded down across the hood, its head bent backward and one point of its antler at the center of a fist-size spider’s web in the middle of the windshield.

			With her face pale and her hands clenching the steering wheel, she stared openmouthed, tears pouring down her face. “The poor thing—I didn’t—I never saw it coming—Oh, no—I’m sorry, deer. I’m really sorry.”

			“It’s all right,” Ace said, struggling to still the shaking in his own voice. And oddly touched to see this experienced bounty hunter, who apparently dealt knockout punches as a boxer, so affected by the animal’s accidental death. “It happened so fast. I can’t imagine he felt anything. Here, let me get out and try to move it. We have to—we need to leave as fast as we can, before those guys catch up with us.”

			Bailing out of the car, he tugged and hauled at the heavy carcass and, with a grunt of exertion, rolled it to the ground. After checking out the car, he went around and opened the driver’s side door.

			“Move over, Sierra. I’m taking the wheel from here.”

			She blinked up at him, her eyes huge and unfocused. “Wha—”

			“Car looks drivable,” he told her, “but I need you to move over. Switch seats with me right now. You’ve got to trust that I’m the best person to get us both clear of this in one piece.”

			* * *

			Pulse racing wildly, Sierra stared up at him, weighing the risks against the realities—and her lifelong inclination to fight any man attempting to control her.

			Swallowing back reluctance, she told herself that accepting Ace Colton’s help was the smartest, surest way to get them both to safety. For one thing, he knew where they were going. For another, she was shaking so hard her teeth were chattering and she thought she might be sick.

			Still in overdrive from the adrenaline the stun gun attack had sent coursing through her, she’d had nothing in reserve—nothing at all—to handle this unexpected accident. And no choice now except to do what she had to in order to survive.

			“Okay,” she said, ignoring the hand he offered to climb out unassisted. On the way to the passenger side, she turned to look behind them and breathed a little easier to see no sign of pursuit yet. She also noted, with a chagrined glance, her Camry’s dented steel-gray hood and damaged grill.

			The moment her seat belt clicked, the car leaped forward, a few ticks and rattles hinting at some body damage but nothing that seemed to give Ace trouble. As the dark road straightened, he switched off the headlights before explaining, “If anybody’s following, let’s make their job a little harder. I know these back roads well enough to—”

			“Just please, be careful,” she said drily as they bumped along. “I’d hate to lose my safe driver discount with my insurance company.”

			Over the next twenty minutes Ace proved himself a skilled and confident driver, especially for a man who hadn’t been above ground, let alone behind the wheel, in some time. As they descended from the hills, he turned the headlights back on, and she made out the darkened outlines of low-slung ranch houses and outbuildings with parked vehicles or cattle trailers nearby, along a narrow rural road lined with fence posts. Since it was after 1 a.m., only the occasional security light stood against the inky darkness of the Arizona night.

			One such outpost marked an old beige stucco building that squatted before a rocky bluff. The Cactus Flower, read a spot-lit sign beside a once-grand but now tilted and half-dead saguaro—possibly a victim of the moderate earthquake that had struck the area recently. More modest rows of solar lights marked out a rock pathway—cracked across the middle, but otherwise intact—leading to an office with an old-school pink neon sign reading Vacancy.

			“What do you think?” Ace asked, the sound of his deep voice startling her out of her thoughts.

			“It’ll do,” she said, taking in the bar shape of the apparently undamaged double-sided building, which couldn’t have more than twenty rooms, tops. On this side of the motel, she made out only two parked vehicles, and there were plenty of empty spots, which would allow them to leave the vehicle some distance from whichever room they ended up in—a precaution she preferred.

			As Ace peeled off several twenties to go and check in, he said, “I’m not trying to be stingy, but the clerk’s going to find it strange if you try to rent two separate rooms for us.”

			His obvious concern for her feelings made her stomach do a funny little slip-slide. Considering their circumstances, they both had a lot bigger worries than anything as old-fashioned as the notion of her honor as a single woman.

			“You don’t really think I’m letting you out of my sight, do you?” In spite of her fatigue, she felt a smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Besides, we have a lot to talk about before either one of us gets any shut-eye.”

			“Starting with what you said about this—this alleged daughter of mine, if you were really serious about that.”

			“I may have my moments, bluffing in front of fugitives, but I would never lie about a thing like that,” she insisted. “Never.”

			He hesitated, clearly weighing her claim before asking, “You said her name was Nova, right?”

			Sierra nodded, seeing in his face how hard the possibility that he had a child had hit him, even if he wasn’t certain he could take her at her word. “Nova Ellis Colton, yes. That’s how I’m told your siblings introduced her. Just wait here in the car, but if you don’t mind… I’ll need to take my keys.”

			Anger gleamed in his eyes, like sparks flying off a struck flint. “I thought we were way past that, Sierra, that you’d decided you could trust me. You really think I’d drive off, when you’re my only source of information on a young woman who’s going around pretending to be my last known biological connection on the planet?”

			“They’re not treating her as a pretender, not with that DNA test. And she’s not the last. But I’ll tell you more when I come back out. With those car keys in my pocket.” Sierra held her hand out.

			Glowering at her, he demanded, “Are you kidding? After a tease like that one? Why on earth would I take off now?”

			With a derisive snort, she popped the wide brim of the hat he was still wearing. “I can think of twenty-five thousand bucks’ worth of motivation, cowboy. Which happens to be exactly the same number of reasons I can’t afford to let you go.”

			* * *

			As he sat waiting, keyless, in the car, Ace tried not to take it personally. Of course Sierra didn’t trust him. He told himself he wouldn’t risk it, either, if he were counting on the twenty-five thousand dollars she needed to repay a criminal with a name like Ice Veins and save her leg, if not her life.

			Still, her distrust rankled, after what the two of them had been through, the way they’d worked together to overcome the armed thugs. And even more than that, he’d thought, back in the bunker, they’d truly been communicating on a deeper level than fugitive to captor.

			You’ve been locked underground like a mushroom too damned long if you think for one moment that bounty hunter sees you as anything but another scum-sucking criminal to be hauled in for a reward. Reminding himself of the way she’d not only decked him but also come back from her tasing to pepper spray her assailant, he realized he had never met a woman half as hard-core…or any less likely to be persuaded by the Colton name, money and position that had drawn so many other women to him in the past.

			Well, you can kiss all that goodbye now, he thought. Even if he cleared up the murder accusation, that suspicion would likely taint him for other companies looking for new executives, just as it would for the type of women he’d so long squired to charity events and social gatherings. Though the career part left him troubled—his role as the face of Colton Oil had always been more a matter of personal satisfaction than money to him—the thought of leaving behind those glittering social gatherings and the polished beauties who lived to dress up for them came as a relief. After all he and his family had recently been through, the thought of suffering through another season of superficial conversations about who was wearing what designer, driving which new luxury car, or vacationing at what exclusive beach or ski resort tempted him to head back to the bunker and hide himself away again.

			He began to realize how much the past few months had changed him into someone else. Or maybe he had never been the man he’d liked to imagine in the first place. Maybe the real Ace Colton, the man whose life he’d inadvertently stolen, was meant to be that person and he was someone else entirely.

			The wild thought chased its tail around his throbbing head until Sierra returned from checking them in, a small plastic grocery sack and a large, flat box in her hand.

			“What do you have there?” he asked once she’d climbed in. “That smells almost like—is that pepperoni?”

			“Hot and greasy,” she said, her tone light with amusement. “The night clerk’s maybe eighteen, and he’d just pulled a couple of those French bread pizzas out of this toaster oven they keep in there. Luckily, he hadn’t trashed the box.”

			“You talked a teenage night clerk into parting with hot pizza?”

			“Don’t be too impressed. The kid had another box in the freezer, and it still cost me twenty bucks. But he did throw in a couple sodas.” She added a shrug. “I figured we could use a little fuel.”

			Ace’s stomach gave an unexpected growl, and he admitted, “I could eat,” much to his own surprise.

			“Apparently.” She chuckled as she directed him to park the car on the deserted rear side of the building.

			Afterward, as they walked to the far end of the room block, Ace noticed she was weaving slightly.

			When she stumbled, he reflexively caught her arm to keep her from falling forward. “You all right there?”

			Sniffing indignantly, she pulled free and straightened the box with the pizza. “Don’t worry, Ace. Our midnight snack is safe with me.”

			He let it go at that, following behind her. And filing away the fact that the stun gun attack had taken more out of her than she was willing to let on.

			Once inside the room, he locked and chained the door behind them and turned to see her frowning at the cramped space and tired decor.

			“Sorry they didn’t have anything with two beds.” She set down the pizza box and the bag on a small, round table and pulled out one of the mismatched wooden chairs. “Apparently, all their rooms are set up like this one.”

			“It’s no big deal. I’ll take the sofa.” Making an effort to look and sound more at ease than he was feeling, he pulled off the cowboy hat and tossed it onto the lumpy gold tweed cushions. “Now, about this girl you mentioned, the one claiming to be my—”

			Sierra frowned and shook her head. “Young woman, you mean,” she corrected, pulling a couple of cans of Coke and some paper napkins out of the bag. “But first, why don’t you go wash the blood off your face, bruiser?”

			Wincing at the reminder of the crack he’d taken from the bearded thug’s gun to his face, Ace ducked into the small bathroom to clean up as best he could. A few minutes later he returned after stripping down to his black tee to rid himself of the now-stained Western shirt and bandanna and washing carefully so as not to reopen the split skin at his cheekbone.

			Sierra looked up from the seat she’d taken at the table. “That looks better, though I can already see you’ll have a shiner.” She passed him one of the two Cokes. “How’s it feeling?”

			“It’s stopped bleeding.” As he popped the can’s tab, he shrugged, not mentioning the halo of bright specks he’d seen around the bathroom’s bare lights or the dull but steady throb in his head. “I’ll take that as a win at this point. What about you? Seriously, you okay?”

			“Nothing I can’t handle,” she insisted with a defiant gleam in her eyes that made him suspect her answer would be the same even if those thugs had lopped off her leg.

			Once he’d claimed the chair across from her, each of them grabbed a pizza. Over the next few minutes they ate in silence, making short work of a meal that failed to satisfy but would at least help to energize their tired bodies.

			But it wasn’t enough to keep thoughts of their earlier conversation from crowding in on him before Sierra pushed away her last half-eaten bite as he washed down a final mouthful.

			“So you’re going to quit putting me off and tell me about this Nova person,” he prompted as he set his soda down. “I need to hear all of it, now.”

			Blowing out a breath, Sierra wiped her hands and pulled out her cell phone. When she looked up again into his eyes, he once more felt the impact of their connection, reaching all the way down to his spine and crackling outward through the myriad nerve endings. He felt a buzz of anticipation, the unshakable sense that this tough, smart woman had come into his life to change its course forever.

			Or maybe utterly destroy what little I have left…

			“I’ll do you one better, Ace,” she told him. “I’ll show you right now. You see, after Selina hired me, I realized I couldn’t do the job without getting to know who’s who in your family before I started interviewing them for clues regarding your whereabouts. I needed a system to document their names and faces since it’s such a large clan, with so many siblings and half siblings.”

			“They’re not really mine, though. Not anymore,” he said, thinking of how not one of them was an actual blood relation. Of how he’d been cast adrift by that fateful email exposing him as an imposter.

			“Well, they still think of you as family, your brothers and your sisters,” she insisted.

			The assertion sent relief zinging straight to his heart. Sure, his siblings had stuck by him at first, when Ace’s body type hadn’t matched that of the assailant seen in the grainy security footage from the office, nor from the failed sting operation. When another piece of evidence had turned up as well, an Arizona Sun Devils pin found beneath the boardroom air-conditioning unit in the wake of their father’s shooting, that, too, had seemed to point in another direction, since like his father, Ace had never had much interest in collegiate sports.

			But once that so-called witness had come forward, insisting that he’d confessed to shooting his father and hiding the gun inside his condo, Ace had lost hope that anyone would truly believe in him at all, much less still want to claim him as a brother.

			“I got a picture of each of them from Selina and made notes as to how they were related.” Sierra opened the photo section of her phone.

			The rickety chair creaked as Ace leaned forward, straining to see familiar faces—faces that made his heart ache with nostalgia for simpler, happier times as she began to scroll. Would he ever again see them? Ever share another exchange not tainted by lies and weighted down by tragedy?

			As his skin tightened and his pulse spiked, her voice took on an unearthly quality, seeming to echo in his ears. “That’s your daughter, Nova Colton.”

			“Nova Colton…” His own words came out strained and parched as if he’d been trekking through an endless desert. Because this was impossible, some kind of tortured nightmare—or worse yet a flat-out lie, meant to disarm his defenses and lead him to his arrest as calmly as a lamb to slaughter.

			As the panicked thought raced through his head, Ace stood so abruptly that the chair tipped to the floor behind him. “I don’t have a daughter,” he insisted, needing to let her know she damned well wasn’t fooling him with this wild story. Or was he only trying to keep the ground from shifting out from underneath him, as it had so many times in these past months?

			Coming to her feet as well, Sierra turned the cell to hold it against her chest. As she looked up at him, compassion eased the hard set of her jaw and softened her green eyes.

			“You do, Ace. Yes, you do,” she said. “And not only a daughter…” Flipping the phone around, she smiled, showing him a pretty young blonde woman, with an unmistakable bump at her midsection. “But a grandchild on the way.”

			Every atom of him shook, demanding that he turn away. Or curse her for the cruelty of this deception. Why hadn’t he realized earlier she’d only been stringing him along?

			He pictured himself storming out, vanishing into the dark desert night. If Sierra wanted to stop him, she’d have to knock him off his feet again or catch him in time to pepper spray his face as she had the bald thug’s.

			Except he didn’t leave. Didn’t even turn. He couldn’t. Not with the wonder of her words still sinking in, of what he could see with his own two eyes on her phone’s screen, igniting like a spark in a stack of drought-dry kindling.

			“She—she’s pregnant?” he found himself asking instead, as if what Sierra had said hadn’t sunk in the first time. “But she’s so young. What would you say?”

			Sierra scrutinized the photos. “Twenty-two, maybe twenty-three, tops. Couldn’t be much older. And you’re, what is it? Forty now? Not that you really look it but—”

			“Which would’ve made me—Hell, I must’ve only been about…” In the split second it took him to do the math, a buzz started inside his brain. A buzz that morphed into a swarm of tiny, bright dots as it hit him that Nova had her mother’s jaw and forehead.

			“Oh, hell,” he said, groaning at the memory of a girl he’d scarcely thought about in decades. A memory that cracked the dam of disbelief.

			“Maybe you ought to sit down before you fall down.” Sierra’s voice faded to a distant echo, worry threaded through it.

			Swallowing hard, Ace righted the chair he’d toppled before sagging into the seat. But his mind was blazing with another face, with a name that struck like a bolt from the blue. Allegra. Allegra. “That girl. That summer… How could I have been so—” Face burning, he looked up at Sierra, miserable to think of what he’d done. And what he’d missed out on because of it. “Why wouldn’t she have told me, given me a chance to—She never said a word. I don’t understand this.”

			Sierra took a seat as well, saying nothing to absolve or encourage a confession. But the story spilled out of him anyway, too raw to keep inside.

			“I was seventeen. We both were. I’m not even sure now,” he admitted, “other than it was just a summer fling.”

			Ace caught the look she slid his way, read the disgust in it. Or maybe he was only seeing his own judgment of his teenage self reflected in her eyes.

			“You’re absolutely right,” he said bitterly. “I was a jerk, a stupid kid who got caught up in the magic of summer and a few heady hours of freedom. What was the harm? I remember thinking. No one would ever find out.”

			Laughing bitterly, he added, “Joke was on me, I guess, since I never heard from her again.”

			“But you didn’t reach out to her, either?”

			Swallowing hard, he shook his head. “I never imagined there was any need to. I never suspected for a minute. But her—not a phone call, not even a postcard. If she had, I would have…”

			He stopped short, knowing for a certainty how the man he was now, the person he’d grown into, would have responded to such a bombshell, especially after learning such a painful lesson about the real meaning of family. But back then, as a callow youth mostly wrapped up in his ambition and his pleasures, he couldn’t say for certain—to his great shame—that he would have done right by the girl he’d barely known. Still… “Why didn’t she at least give me the chance?”

			“You can ask her daughter—your daughter—when you meet her,” Sierra said, handing him her cell with the photo of the young blonde woman with eyes as green as Allegra’s had been still on the screen. “It’s why Nova came to Mustang Valley. To find you.”

			Swallowing hard, Ace nodded, feeling gutted. Emptied of the remnants of the man he’d left behind when he’d fled whomever was plotting to frame him for a crime he had not committed. Yet, along with the grief of that loss, he felt something more, as well. The dim glow of hope, a lone star emerging in the bleakest twilight.

			“I might not’ve been the man I should’ve been back then, with her mother,” he said, his throat tightening and his thumb caressing the image on the phone’s screen. “But I swear to you, as long as there’s any shot of my becoming a—a real father to this Nova and being there for her and her child, I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Though Sierra had met Ace only hours before, she believed him absolutely when he’d claimed he hadn’t known. No way was he faking the roughness of his voice, the hint of dampness in his brown eyes. He’d been well and truly knocked out by the news she’d shared with him. News he had clearly accepted once he’d seen the photo.

			Looking at the image of Nova, Sierra had some inkling as to why.

			“Coloring’s not the same,” she said, “but I think your daughter looks like you quite a bit, too.”

			“The poor girl.” Ace’s laugh was as awkward as she might expect for a man who’d been under such a strain for months on end.

			“Hey, I didn’t say she’d inherited your three-days’ growth,” Sierra teased, barely stopping herself in time to keep from playfully reaching out to brush his jaw. “But the shape of the eyes, her cheekbones—believe me, she could do a lot worse. In person, you’ll see she’s even lovelier than this photo—”

			“Yes, I will see,” Ace said, capturing her hand in his before she could move away. “Once we’ve proved my innocence so I can go home.”

			“You need to let go of me right now,” she warned, her heart crowding into her throat and her body freezing. Except for her free hand, which reached down toward the boot holster…only to find it empty.

			The breath deserted her lungs. She must have lost the little spray gun somewhere after nailing the bald creep in the face. Mind rifling through the equipment she’d had on her when she’d set out early this evening, she realized that the only resources that remained were the zip ties attached to her belt and her fighting skills. But with her muscles quivering with fatigue and her coordination off, she didn’t like her chances of subduing the far larger Ace in any kind of physical confrontation…

			Raising his palms, he said, “You aren’t—you aren’t scared I’d hurt you, are you? Because I thought—aren’t we a team now, Sierra? Can’t we be? I’ll give you the money like I promised, to take care of your troubles and then we—”

			She rose from the chair and took a step back to give herself more distance. Breathing space to remind herself why she’d come tonight. And what this man was to her. He was a means to an end: her own survival. No matter how drawn she was to him, or how sympathetic to his situation. “There can’t be any we,” she corrected, with a curt shake of her head. “After we finish our transaction, I drop you back off at your bunker and we forget we ever met. Then, if you’re very lucky, those guys will never connect the two of us. Never have any reason to think the cowboy who shot one of Ice Veins’s thugs might be some missing Colton.”

			His gaze dialed in on her. “Do you really think you’re going to be safe, Sierra? That this Ice Veins and his thugs are going to drop this after we get him his payoff?”

			There he went again, using the word we even after she’d warned him off. Just as he’d gone on speaking of paying off Ice Veins even though Ace must surely know by now that she could no longer force him to honor the bargain they had struck. What was his angle in all this? Did he imagine if he solved her problem, she’d feel obligated to find a way to fix his?

			“I don’t know.” Her anxiety ratcheted higher. Because what she’d said about forgetting they’d ever met—she already knew that part was a lie. She wasn’t likely to forget him or what he was doing for her, whatever his reasons. “Since I crossed his nephew, Ice Veins has been looking for an excuse to make an example out of me. And now, with one of his enforcers shot? Odds are I’ll never get clear of him, not even if I personally hand him over a stack of cash with a big fat bow around it. But there’s no reason in the world for me to take you down with me.”

			Ace had troubles enough, but he also had a real shot at finding out who had set him up and hurt his father, and there were people in his life who still cared deeply about his welfare. Along with that, he had a daughter, and soon a grandchild, whom he deserved the chance to get to know.

			“So what’ll you do then, with the money?” Ace asked, worry lines etched into his handsome face.

			“I’m not sure. Maybe try to call him, work things out directly. Or could be that going on the run’s my better option,” she said, wondering which, if either, was more likely to raise her life expectancy from hours or maybe days to years.

			He moved in close again, so close that she feared he’d once more touch her. But only his gaze did, caressing her in a way that made her—heaven help her—long for more.

			“Take it from someone who’s been there,” he said, his voice somber. “Once you start running, you’ll always be looking over your shoulder. That’s not the life you deserve.”

			“Ace,” she said, her throat tightening as the hour, their situation and the insanity of the attraction she was feeling to a man she barely knew but couldn’t deny rushed in on her from all sides. Or maybe it was the fact that he truly understood the secret she had been afraid to share with anyone—understood it as only a man currently locked in his own life-changing struggle could.

			More likely, her judgment was impaired, too, along with her balance and coordination, for before she understood what she was doing, she pushed herself into his arms. But instead of feeling wrong or off, she felt nothing but relief, her body singing when his strong arms wrapped around her. He held her, cradling her protectively against him, as she hadn’t been held in so very long.

			“Why couldn’t I have met you before?” he whispered, planting a chaste kiss atop her head. “Back when life was simple and I could’ve brought you home to the ranch?”

			She chuckled. “Oh, yeah. I can just imagine your family’s reaction to your slumming with a female bounty hunter who likes to punch people for sport. You should’ve seen Selina, side-eyeing my outfit and talking down to me as if I were the help. Which I suppose I kind of am, but still…”

			He snorted. “Believe me, if Selina didn’t like you, the rest of the family would have considered that a huge plus.” Giving her one last squeeze, he continued, “But Sierra, as things stand, there’s no way I can possibly—”

			“Shh.” Breath hitching, she jerked her gaze toward the window as a soft clunking sound carried on the nighttime stillness. “Was that a car door shutting?”

			Ace was first to reach the blinds. Carefully lifting a slat, he cursed and warned her, “We need to get out now! Ice Veins’s men’ve found your car—and it looks like they’ve brought reinforcements.”

			He grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the door.

			“They must’ve gotten a GPS tracker on my car somehow,” she said. “I should’ve known! I should’ve—”

			“Never mind that right now,” he urged. “Just move, before we end up boxed in! There are at least three of them out there.”

			But Sierra was still so wobbly, she knew there was no way she could escape—especially not with armed men in pursuit. No way she could do anything except get Ace caught, too.

			So with her pounding heart in her throat, she told him, “Head off to the right now. Stick to the shadows.”

			When he tried to pull her, she jerked her hand away and pushed him forward, “Move! I’m just behind you!”

			Except when she exited in his wake, Sierra made a sharp turn, heading to the left with her hands raised.

			* * *

			“Hands up and on your knees, bounty hunter!”

			The bellowed words, coming some forty yards behind him, stopped Ace dead in his tracks. As he stood panting in a deep band of shadow, he recognized that voice, that of the bald ox she had pepper sprayed earlier. Recognized, too, that the men must have been closer to the room than he’d imagined when he had emerged.

			And that Sierra Madden had made the choice, before she’d pushed him out the door, to give herself up instead of running for it. That she’d made that decision to give him a shot at escape and a reunion with his family, knowing that, without his money to appease them, she had almost zero chance to avoid a gruesome injury—and that was if they didn’t blow her brains out on the spot.

			Stomach pitching as he overheard her assurances that she was unarmed and alone, he knew he couldn’t let this happen. Couldn’t leave such a beautiful, brave woman to a gruesome fate, no matter what it cost him.

			Taking a deep breath, he pulled out his phone first, powered it on and prayed it would connect before they hauled her off somewhere to maim or kill her. His stomach pitched at the sight of Sierra kneeling with her fingers laced behind her neck as two men shouted down at her. Meanwhile, a smaller, slighter figure cried, “I’m sorry, miss! I’m sorry! I didn’t want to tell them where your room was, but they barged into the office and stuck that big gun in my face!”

			“Shut your mouth, you,” warned the bald man before he began pistol-whipping the young clerk.

			Bleating with pain, the kid raised his arms in an attempt to protect his head as Sierra called, “Please don’t! He’s just a boy. He doesn’t know anything about this.”

			A blow to the side of the teen’s head dropped him like a stone. If he was lucky, he might wake up with a headache. If he wasn’t, they might pump him full of lead, too, leaving him unable to identify the men who’d been here.

			Unable to risk being overheard making a voice call, Ace fumbled through the act of tapping out a text, his heart pounding like a war drum. Adding the motel’s name and location, he hit Send, and prayed that Sergeant Spencer Colton would jump at this opportunity to bring him in. And that his relationship with his distant cousin, as strained as it was by this time, would ensure that the officer would arrive with the backup—sans sirens—that Ace had requested to deal with the dangerous armed men on the scene.

			A smaller man wearing a calf-length coat with an extravagant fur collar, short-cropped hair and a full, but neatly trimmed red beard was gesturing angrily as he stood over and lectured Sierra. Ace could make out only a few words from this distance, chief among them my money. But a quiet menace carried on the chill breeze and something—perhaps a diamond—glinted coldly as a distant star at his ear.

			The loan shark in the flesh, Ace thought. Just as he suspected, the notorious Ice Veins’s personal involvement in this matter meant that Sierra and the clerk both might be long dead before Mustang Valley PD made it here.

			“Please,” he heard her saying, “don’t do this. You know I’ve always made good on my dad’s notes, and I’ll keep paying. This is bad business, and I always thought you were a man who put his financial interests first.”

			Panic roared through Ace as the loan shark pulled out a thin knife, the blade’s razor edge glinting in the yellow security light. Still on her knees, Sierra jerked her head back as he raised its point to hover above her face, an inch or so beneath her eye.

			“Yeah, it is bad business,” the loan shark said, “messing up such a pretty lady. Don’t think I enjoy it. But you were warned, and I won’t have it said that I’m a man who goes around making idle threats—especially after the way you did my favorite nephew.”

			“Your nephew—” Sierra’s voice hardened into pure defiance “—is a piece of human garbage.”

			The loan shark said nothing in reply, but Ace saw the swift pivot of his body, the flash of steel as he drew back the weapon.

			Ace shouted, “No!” emerging from the shadows.

			Sierra, who’d clearly tracked the movement, too, threw herself to her side as the knife slashed the air an inch above her head.

			“Stop!” Ace yelled, his shaking hands raised. “I’ve got the money. I can pay you. Everything she owes. Every penny of it.”

			“Hold it! You?” The big, bald man spun around, the hand cannon’s muzzle traveling in a swift arc to aim at Ace’s chest.

			“Don’t shoot him,” ordered Ice Veins. “At least not until I’ve heard him out.”

			Vibrating with fury, the human ox ground out through clenched jaws, “But he was the one who killed my partner!”

			“In the business of enforcement—” Ice Veins shrugged “—these misunderstandings sometimes happen.”

			“But we’re talkin’ Choke here, boss. We worked together for nine, ten years, and this dude—”

			Ice Veins’s tone went glacial. “But when it comes to my final payment, which I’ve doubled to fifty thousand, I will tolerate no more misunderstandings—or any more delays.”

			Unlacing her hands to glare a challenge, Sierra shook her head. “You and I both know it’s twenty-five, and I’m not about to pay a penny more.”

			The small man in the oversize coat, which Ace realized was a rich shade of deep purple, scowled down at her. “I’ll tell you what the debt is…and the interest once you miss a payment and defy me.”

			Agile as a soccer pro, he landed a vicious kick against Sierra’s side, one hard enough that Ace could hear the thud—and possibly a crack.

			At her cry of pain, Ace yelled, “Stop!” boiling over with a homicidal fury he never would have guessed that he possessed.

			But as Sierra moaned, he was drawn up short by the bald thug’s sneer as he sighted along the length of his gun barrel.

			“Go on,” the huge man taunted. “Give me an excuse to pull the trigger. Then my boss’ll take your money and sit back and watch while I kick the legs off this little deadbeat so he won’t have to dirty up his fancy boots.”

			Ignoring the oversize threat for the moment, Ace focused on Ice Veins—and on controlling his own desire to grab hold of that red beard and jerk the loan shark’s sadistic head off his shoulders. Ace reminded himself he had to play this smart, to draw things out until help arrived. The help that was his only chance of saving both his and Sierra’s lives. “Kill me, and you won’t see a penny. I’m not a man who troubles with cash dealings—” jerking his chin toward Sierra, who was struggling to make it to her hands and knees, he added “—or a man who ever pays full price for damaged goods.”

			Shaking his head, Ice Veins spared him a perplexed look and pointed his knife in Ace’s direction. “Just who the devil are you—and what do you want with the bounty hunter?”

			“He’s gotta be working with her,” the bald goon said, “the way he took up for her before.”

			“The hell I am,” Ace ventured, deciding to try an unexpected tack. One that might just appeal to the man’s desire to avenge his family member, along with his avarice. “The truth is, she came to bring me in, just the way she did your nephew. She packs a hell of a punch, too.” He gestured toward his swelling temple. “She’d just hammered me when your boys interrupted the proceedings—and I’m willing to pay to have a little private time with this lovely lady by myself. This lady…in my own lair, with my own weapons of choice.”

			“What?” Brows rising, Ice Veins shook his head and asked uneasily, “That makes no—what exactly are you wanted for?”

			Ace caught Sierra’s glance, a spark of comprehension in it, before she turned a seemingly desperate gaze back toward Ice Veins. One hand cradling her injured ribs, she begged, “Please don’t take this monster’s money. Let me zip-tie his hands and take him in, collect the reward and—then I promise you I’ll pay you every penny. The twenty-five thousand can just be a down payment.”

			“Or we can do an electronic transfer,” Ace said. “Have that money in your account in five, ten minutes, tops.”

			“No!” she cried. “Don’t you get it? This man’s a stone-cold killer. A sick sadist. Surely, you’ve read about his victims in the papers. The things this creep will do to me—” She threw in a shudder so convincing that Ace was almost disgusted with himself.

			“They’re lyin’,” the bald ox insisted. “He shot Choke, I’m telling you.”

			“What’s done is done,” Ice Veins told him before Ace could offer up some explanation. “All I really care about is how fast you can drop that cash, all fifty thousand, into my account.”

			When the bald thug kept muttering under his breath, Ice Veins ordered him to pipe down. “And while you’re at it, shut her up, too. You got a handkerchief for a gag, don’t you? And tie her hands, too. I don’t need her arguments while I’m trying to do business.”

			As the thug descended on her, Ace glimpsed Sierra’s face go pale with terror in the moonlight. Trust me, he wanted more than anything to tell her, even as sickening fear crawled up the back of his throat.

			With no choice but to play out his ruse, Ace turned his attention to the loan shark. “Just make sure my merchandise stays in good condition,” he told Ice Veins as he pulled the cell phone from his pocket. “I’ve got big plans for her later.”

			Ice Veins frowned, discomfort playing over his pinched face, before chuckling and slapping Ace’s shoulder. “Soon as that money hits my account, you can have yourself as big a night as you want. Bought and paid for.”

			“I’ll need your account and routing numbers,” Ace said as he opened up his banking app. As he began punching in digits, he kept wondering how long he could string this all out—and if he’d bet tragically wrong to rely on Spencer Colton’s ability to gather reinforcements and make it here in time.

			How could he be certain that Spencer had even gotten his text? Mentally, Ace kicked himself, wishing he had copied the message to Ainsley and maybe another of their siblings, too, asking them to call 911 immediately just to be certain.

			“Where is it? Where’s the money?” Ice Veins demanded, staring at his own phone. “Has it left your account yet? I’m not seeing it.”

			“Let me double-check,” Ace said. “What was that routing number again?”

			Clearly impatient, Ice Veins once more ran through the coding until finally, Ace had no choice but to show the man what he was doing and hit the send button, transferring a very real sum of money into the account of a lowlife loan shark.

			But with his and Sierra’s lives on the line, Ace told himself the money was the least of his issues.

			Or so he thought until he clicked, and a new message splashed across his screen.

			Accounts Frozen. Please Contact Customer Support.

			His mouth going dry as ash at what he presumed to have been a law enforcement action, Ace turned the screen away, praying Ice Veins hadn’t seen it.

			“There it goes,” he said, trying to disguise his rapidly escalating stress level. “It shouldn’t take more than five, ten minutes, tops, depending on how fast your institution is at processing this sort of transfer, and—isn’t it one of those weird bank holidays? So it could be a little slower than a normal—”

			“Hand me over that phone,” Ice Veins demanded, his small eyes glittering like the knife’s edge. “I need to see where you sent it. And I need to see what you’re playin’ at right freakin’ now.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			With the bald goon looming over her, holding a filthy-looking gag in his ham-size fist, Sierra managed to look past him, to cut a look in Ace’s direction. In that moment she saw everything in his face. Regret. Sorrow. A wish that they had had more time to explore the astonishing but undeniable connection that had flared to life like a struck match between them. Or maybe it was the unspoken apology for what his roll of the dice was about to cost them both.

			It was enough for her to take her own gamble that a distraction might save at least one of them. With a determined yell, she summoned every bit of strength she had to push upward off her bent legs and catapult her bowed head up and forward—

			Spearing herself straight into Bald Thug’s crotch.

			Bellowing at the direct hit, he keeled over, reflexively squeezing off a round.

			With the whine of a bullet passing her ear, Sierra rolled away and clumsily struggled to get her cramped legs underneath her and working once again. To her right, Ace and Ice Veins were both shouting at once—the two men blurs of motion.

			“Freeze, police!” boomed a loud voice as a blinding spotlight forced her to raise an arm to shield her eyes.

			An instant later the beam was eclipsed by the huge shape of the bald goon, coming at her with a roar. With no time to evade him and no doubt he was about to kill her, Sierra could only shriek before the crack-crack of gunfire brought him crashing down, bloody blooms erupting on his upper chest from the officers’ bullets.

			Still panting on the ground only inches away, her gaze glued to the fish-eyed dead man, Sierra heard an officer order, “Drop the weapon! Drop the weapon now!”

			Ace yelped in pain, a sound followed by deep, aggressive barking moments before a police dog, a big chocolate Lab, charged past him, leaping toward the man in the long purple coat.

			A vicious sneer on his face, Ice Veins raised the knife and swung it downward, clearly intent on stabbing the K-9. Instead, Ace, blood plastering his shirt to his chest, slammed into him with one broad shoulder, taking both to the ground.

			Sierra struggled to get up, desperate to help Ace and find out how badly he’d been injured. But figures emerged from the darkness, uniformed and plainclothes, obscuring her view and shouting at her, “Stay down! Don’t try to move and keep your hands in sight!”

			* * *

			The next few hours passed in a blur of pain, stress, and exhaustion as she and Ace were both transported to the hospital in separate ambulances. While he was whisked off to surgery to close his wound, she did her best to explain to Sergeant Spencer Colton what had happened—and convince him that the “evidence” against Ace deserved a second look.

			Before she could make much headway, however, a technician rolled her from the exam room for X-rays. Eventually, she was released, and an officer drove her back to her lodging outside of town before asking her to remain available for follow-up interviews.

			“I’ll be happy to answer more questions,” she told him, “but I can promise you my answers will make a lot more sense once I’ve had a chance to sleep off the pain meds they gave me in the ER.”

			Startled awake by her ringing cell phone late the following morning, Sierra jerked upright—or tried to—before crying out as pain arced around her injured rib cage.

			Blinking in her room, where she’d come to catch a few hours’ rest, she thought again of Ace’s surgery. Though the police had placed him under guard, refusing to let anyone see him, she’d at least been able to reach his sister Ainsley by phone before collapsing into bed and had gotten Ace’s sister to promise to let her know how he was doing…and whether he’s asking to see me.

			Okay. That last part was pure fantasy. Ridiculous, considering the hurdles he was facing. Dealing with a deep slash across his upper chest from Ice Veins’s blade, what Sergeant Colton had indicated were looming criminal charges and a raft of complicated family issues, Ace surely had far more on his mind than the bounty hunter who’d dragged him from the relative safety of his hidden bunker to a near-death situation.

			Before he could be transferred, she promised she would pull herself together and head back to the hospital, where she fully intended to plead her case to be allowed to see him.

			Her phone’s Caller ID showed the name Brie Stratford, a fellow boxer with whom Sierra sometimes worked out at the gym or grabbed the occasional lunch or coffee when their schedules weren’t too hectic.

			“Sorry, Brie. Can’t spar today. I’m out of town on a job,” Sierra told her, keeping the details to herself of how badly wrong the job had gone.

			“So I’ve heard. At work.” Brie was using her cop voice, a sure sign that she was calling in her capacity as a detective with the Organized Crime Bureau of the Las Vegas Metropolitan PD.

			“Oh?” Sierra said. Though she’d known plenty of officers over the years, and for the most part got on with them well, Sierra was a firm believer in maintaining personal space. With cops, with friends, with anyone she sensed who might get close enough to eventually want more than she was willing to give. Or to take too big a chunk of her when they eventually walked out of her life forever, the way her mom had the day before her seventh birthday.

			“Word is you took down Ice Veins Harris,” Brie said flatly, “and two of his muscle.”

			“It wasn’t me.” Sierra felt fear twisting through her. Because that was the kind of rumor that could prove hazardous to her health with the loan shark’s associates. “Ice Veins got tangled in his own feet, trying to slash his way out of a situation when the cops showed up. He ended up falling on his own knife.”

			Sierra could still hear the moans, the gurgling and choking from before he’d mercifully gone silent. She shuddered with the memory, thankful beyond measure that she, Ace Colton and the young motel clerk, who’d regained consciousness as he was being loaded into an ambulance, had all left that bloody scene alive.

			“Considering the kind of grief he’s caused so many people, that’s practically poetic justice,” Brie said of the loan shark.

			“And the local cops took down his thug,” Sierra quickly added, deliberately leaving out Ace’s name out of the discussion. Because it was bad enough that her name was linked to the deaths. In custody and injured, Colton didn’t need more trouble coming his way.

			“Well, nobody in the department’s taking up a collection to send flowers to any of the funerals for those three, I can tell you,” Brie said drily, clearly referring to the second goon found dead in the brush, as well. “But are you all right? I’ve heard…some things.”

			Sierra sucked in a deep breath, triggering a flare of pain in her side. When she’d recovered, she quoted Brie’s response after the last time Sierra had popped her too hard during sparring. “All right, enough.”

			Because in the tough, male-dominated worlds where each of them operated, it mattered, being a woman who could take a hit and stay on her feet. And nobody wanted to hear them whine about it, either.

			Brie gave an irritated snort. “I’m not asking as an opponent, looking to find a weakness I can exploit the next time we’re in the ring. I’m asking as a friend here. Why didn’t you tell me you had trouble with that dirtbag, the kind of trouble that sends three men all the way to Mustang Valley, Arizona, of all places, looking for you?”

			A cold chill had Sierra’s skin erupting into gooseflesh. Swallowing came hard, her throat so tight it felt as if she were trying to choke down a fistful of poker chips.

			“Sierra? You still there?” Brie pressed after the delay grew awkward.

			“Where did you hear that?” Sierra blurted, her pulse popping.

			“From one of my CIs first,” Brie said, referring to the confidential informants used by the department. “And five minutes later from a colleague, who’d caught wind of it elsewhere. This is big news on the Strip, Sierra. Which leads me back to my question. Why didn’t you tell me you were tied up with that loan shark?”

			Sierra’s tongue lay heavy in her mouth, the habit of her silence too powerful to break.

			“I can’t help if you won’t tell me.” As Brie spoke, Sierra could picture her friend, who fought a couple of weight classes above her, staring down at her, her expression a mixture of concern and exasperation. “And I can never be a real friend if the sharing only runs one way.”

			Sierra squeezed her eyes shut, knowing Brie was right. Whenever the two of them got together, the tall detective would blow off steam about her frustrations over what she saw as bureaucratic interference at work or her live-in boyfriend, Max, who imagined he could cook but always left her kitchen a disaster. Or she’d gripe about her mother, who wouldn’t quit trying to set her up with higher-earning prospects—even when poor, hapless Max was in the same room. All the while Sierra, whose own mother had never once checked in after skipping town on her and her father, remained locked up as tight as Fort Knox, her own problems far too complex, too dangerous to share.

			But she was terrified of losing one of the few friends who’d stuck by her since her father had fallen ill. Terrified enough that she finally forced herself to admit, “It was my dad, his problem. His gambling debt. Not mine to share.”

			“That’s some inheritance he left you.”

			“Yeah…but Ice Veins wanted more from me than money. He wanted his nephew turned loose. You know that homicide where he—”

			“I know the one. You brought him in. How that creep ever got bail in the first place…”

			“I’m not sure what changed that caused Ice Veins to get mad enough to head down here in person, but—”

			“Eddie Harris was stabbed,” Brie said, naming the nephew. “Shanked over at the jail, either by one of Ice Veins’s enemies or maybe just some fellow traveler who held a grudge over one of his past exploits.”

			“He still breathing?”

			The detective murmured in the affirmative. “Breathing, talking—maybe even finding a way to get out the word that if a certain female bounty hunter turned up dead, there could be a substantial reward.”

			“What?” Waves of shock rolled over Sierra. “Eddie’s ordered a hit on me?”

			“I’m not telling you this officially, because we’re still working to confirm the rumors, but as a concerned friend, yeah. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

			“He did this from the jail infirmary?”

			“He had to be transferred for surgery, under guard, of course. But slip-ups can happen, sometimes bribes—or maybe the word was put out via another associate. You could try waiting for the official word, see if I could maybe scrape together enough funding for protection.”

			“You don’t sound very confident.”

			“Because, speaking strictly off the record, I like your chances a whole lot better if you stay far away from home.”

			“But what about—I can’t just—What about my Rocky?” Two years earlier, the battle-scarred gray tomcat had marched inside her townhouse and decided he was staying where the living was easy and the canned food plentiful. With his chewed ears and half-feral nature, Rocky Balboa would never be the most affectionate of cats, but Sierra had seen to the old reprobate’s vetting and arranged for the retired schoolteacher down the block to care for him whenever she was out of town.

			“Your cat’s going to be fine. I headed off your neighbor this morning when I stopped by your townhouse, told her you’d asked me to take him back to my place. Took a little doing, but we got him rounded up, along with his worldly possessions.”

			“Thanks. That’s really—”

			“It’s no big deal,” Brie said, blowing off the favor as if Rocky hadn’t yowled and hissed and clawed in protest, as Sierra was certain that he must have. “And now I won’t have to worry about your poor neighbor accidentally walking into who knows what.”

			“Thanks, but—but you think those guys know where I live?” Owing to her line of work, Sierra had always taken great care to keep her personal information private.

			“You’ve never given me your home address, remember? And it took me all of ten minutes to track you down,” Brie reminded her. “So let’s assume they know already—and that walking through the door of your townhouse could be the last mistake you’d ever make.”

			“So where am I supposed to go?” Sierra asked, thinking of her damaged car, which had begun making some alarming noises when she’d driven it here from the hospital. “And how long do you think this might take to blow over?”

			“Honestly,” Brie told her, “it’s probably better that you don’t tell me where you’re going. And as for how long…as someone who truly cares about your welfare, I’m thinking that a permanent relocation, and a change of profession to go with it, might offer you the best chance of surviving to a ripe old age.”

			* * *

			Still half out of it from the painkillers he’d been given following last night’s surgery to close the slash wound to his upper chest, Ace cracked open his eyes to see Spencer escort Sierra into the hospital room. Sierra, who had featured so prominently in the disjointed dreams that kept punching through his drugged sleep, nightmares where Ice Veins sliced her beautiful face to bloody ribbons before ordering his bald thug into a black limo to run over her legs.

			Anytime Ace had awakened, the new reality he’d encountered felt almost as horrific. He would never forget the sick feeling that had hit him when Spencer had read him his rights early this morning before informing him he was officially in custody for his father’s shooting. Under arrest and forbidden from seeing anyone except his lawyer until after he was transferred to the jail.

			But the knot inside Ace loosened at the sight of Sierra, looking healthy and far better rested. In the filtered late afternoon sunlight, slanting through the room’s window, the red-blond waves of her hair were full and shiny, and she’d changed into jeans and a soft-looking, blue-green top that skimmed her slender curves.

			Full of questions, he fumbled for the button to raise the head of his bed, only to be stopped short by the handcuffs connecting his right wrist to the frame. His heart sank at the reminder that he would soon be in the county lockup, the only place he would be permitted to see his family members—and meet his pregnant daughter for the first time, to his shame. How Sierra had wrangled an exception to get in here today, he had no idea, but seeing her was a balm for his battered soul.

			Gesturing toward his shackled wrist, she swung an accusing look up at the sandy-haired sergeant. “Is that really necessary? Look at that black eye, and he’s just out of surgery, for heaven’s sake. He’s not about to go dashing past the uniform you have posted at the door.”

			But Spencer only shook his head, proving once again to Ace that despite his blue eyes and baby face, his distant cousin was one hundred percent serious when it came to police work. “This is for his safety as well as ours at this point.”

			“His safety?” she challenged. “Or are you more worried he’ll embarrass you and the department by giving you the slip again?”

			“Listen, Ms. Madden,” Spencer warned, his gaze stern, “I only let you in here to talk to him for a few minutes as a professional courtesy to the Vegas Metro PD buddy who vouched for you. Don’t make me regret it. Or ask you to leave right now.”

			Forcing his eyes farther open, Ace spoke up, his voice still raspy from the anesthesia. “Hey, you two. I’m right here. So there’s no need to talk around me like I’m the furniture. What’s happening?”

			“About twenty stitches, the way I heard it,” Spencer told him, “but I understand the knife wound wasn’t as serious as it looked. Just nicked an artery, but once they got that closed off and gave you a unit of blood—”

			“Thanks, but they told me all that in recovery,” Ace said, the memory returning as he struggled to sit up. “Is—is my father in this hospital? Is he somewhere nearby? Could I—”

			“Calm down,” Spencer advised. “You’ll open up your stitches.”

			“Ace, please,” Sierra urged him.

			Ace sagged back against the mattress, his mind still teeming with questions.

			Before he could ask another, Spencer’s cell buzzed in the pocket of his blue uniform.

			Spencer frowned down at the screen. “Sorry, but I’ve got to call back my captain.” With a warning look at Sierra, he added. “Fifteen minutes, twenty, tops, and remember my conditions.”

			An impudent smile made her green eyes sparkle. “Do I look like the kind of girl inclined to break the rules?”

			Spencer frowned and left the room, muttering about this whole idea being against his better judgment.

			Sierra snorted. “Your cop cousin doesn’t much care for bounty hunters. Especially the kind who leave a mess like we did back at The Cactus Flower for his crowd to clean up.”

			“So what exactly happened back there?” Ace asked. “There were so many people and so much confusion.”

			“By the time I was able to check on you, you’d blacked out.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “When I saw all that blood, I thought for sure I’d gotten you killed, dragging you into an ambush with my enemies as if you don’t have troubles enough of your own.”

			“It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known they’d follow you across state lines,” he said honestly.

			“I should have, Ace. I should’ve guessed I’d made it personal with Ice Veins over bringing in his nephew when he was about to skip the country. What I didn’t know, though, was that Eddie had gotten himself shanked at the county lockup.”

			“And Ice Veins blames you.”

			“Blamed, you mean. Because the man is definitely past tense, thanks to you.”

			“What do you mean?” Ace shook his head, struggling to remember.

			“He was lunging for the K-9 when you slammed into him. Except somehow, the sergeant tells me, in that pileup with you, him and Boris—that’s the dog’s name—Ice Veins ended up with his own knife jutting from his throat.”

			Ace winced at the memory of that same blade slicing through his flesh like butter. “That had to hurt.”

			“Not for long.” Sierra touched her side where she had been kicked. “And as far as I’m concerned, it couldn’t’ve happened to a more deserving person.”

			“I’m with you on that,” he said, his every movement pulling at his stitches, though the pain was muted by the anesthetic he’d been given. “How’re the ribs, by the way?”

			“Couple of hairline fractures, the ER doctors told me.” She shrugged, her mouth set in a grim line. “I’ve had worse in the ring.”

			“You don’t have to do that, you know,” he said, reaching out to enfold her wrist with his free hand.

			“Do what?” Her arm stiffened with his touch, but she didn’t pull away. At least, not yet.

			“Play the tough girl all the time, not around me.”

			“I’m not a girl. I’m a woman, and make no mistake, I am tough.”

			“From what little I know of you, I’m guessing that you’ve had to be. That for a long time now you’ve had no other choice, and no space at all to let your guard down.” Though he, a man whose future and freedom hung in limbo, had no right to do so, he ran the pad of his thumb along her narrow wrist, feeling the velvety softness of her skin over the firm framework beneath it.

			Her eyes slid closed, her sigh shaky. It was only then he knew for certain that she’d sensed what he had, that shuddering rush of air and ions between them, the way the sky seemed to gather itself in the high country with a big storm rushing in. The way he’d always felt waiting for the dark clouds to split open and the rains to bring a desert bloom.

			“So your debt’s cleared and your nightmare’s over,” he said. “And you can go back to your life without Ice Veins’s threats hanging over you. You’ll head home and be all right now.” No matter what happened in his own life, he could content himself with that, with thinking of her from time to time, moving forward, happy.

			She stepped away, turning her face from him, but not before he spotted her grimace and felt the tension rippling through her.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“I’m worried about you. That’s all.” Her gaze shuttered when she looked his way once more. “Worried that I did the wrong thing, accepting your stepmother’s offer and that bounty.”

			“I’d just as soon you didn’t refer to that woman as my stepmother,” he said, caring for more about that detail than the money. “Selina Barnes Colton is no family of mine.”

			Sierra nodded. “She did seem awfully pleased to hear you were in custody.”

			“So you’ve spoken to her?”

			“As briefly as I could manage.” Sierra wrinkled her nose in obvious distaste. “Especially when her reaction to learning that you had a knife wound was to ask me how I wanted the check made out for your capture.”

			“Capture?” If he’d ever harbored any illusions that Selina might have acted out of genuine concern for him, they certainly would have died there. The real question was: Why did it matter so much to her, seeing him imprisoned? Was she trying to hide her own involvement in his father’s shooting, or did she need to keep the police from looking in her direction for some other reason?

			“I almost told her where she could stick that check, and damn the paper cuts,” Sierra said with a sly wink at that last part, “but then I decided I’d be better off pretending I’m not onto her, and using the money to pay you back for what you sent Ice Veins. Or a down payment on it, anyway.”

			“Never happened, so there’s no need.” Ace went on to explain that authorities had frozen his accounts, most likely in order to hinder his flight from justice. “So you go ahead and keep it.”

			She shook her head, her forehead crinkling. “But I don’t feel right about—”

			“I insist, Sierra,” he said, thinking of how, since she’d been struggling to pay her father’s debts, she must have little left to live on. And warmed by the fact that whatever happened to him, she would be okay now, safe from the danger that had followed her here. “Keep it.”

			She nodded, her eyes gleaming. “All right, then, but I mean to earn that money, from you. Really earn it, helping the police realize they’ve got the wrong man and getting you back to your family—and your daughter.”

			He stared at Sierra, his mouth going dry. “You believe me, then? Because that bank teller who came forward, who told the cops that I’d confessed to her that I’d hidden the murder weapon in my condo—was lying. That’s where they found the gun, but I didn’t put it there.”

			“You asked about your father right away, with me,” Sierra said, looking directly into his eyes. “And with Spencer, too, here. You cared more about his well-being than you did about your own. That tells me everything I need to know about you.”

			Relieved as he was with her assessment, he couldn’t stop himself from pressing. “Have you heard anything about him? Anything at all?”

			She hesitated before nodding. “I spoke to Ainsley briefly last night. She told me he’s alive. And here, somewhere, but don’t even think of asking to see him.”

			“Alive,” he echoed, gratitude pushing aside his pain. “Thank you. And it means everything that you believe me. Getting to know you, even for a few short hours—If things were different, Sierra… You’re the first woman in a long, long time I can ever remember making me feel—”

			He clenched his jaw, frustration surging through him. Because he had no right to be saying these things to her, no right to be feeling anything for her when his life was hell on earth. Only the most selfish of bastards would drag a woman that he cared for into this mess.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m talking like a crazy man. You should probably leave now, go back home to Las Vegas.”

			She moved closer and leaned over him, brushing an errant clump of hair from his eyes. “If you’ve lost your mind, Ace, I’m afraid I’ve taken the same wrong turn. Which means right now you’re stuck with me, for better or for worse.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Sierra brushed aside Ace’s light brown hair and ducked her head, fully intending to drop a peck onto his care-lined forehead to seal the promise she had made to help him find his way to freedom. What she didn’t count on was him fumbling for—and this time finding—the control to elevate the head of his bed. Or the feelings that cascaded through her when he raised his chin to press his lips to her mouth. Gently, tenderly, as if he sensed, just as she did, that if they didn’t dare to take this stolen moment, they might never get another.

			You should run from here now, her survival instincts warned as he reached up to gently run his fingertips along the side of her face. Run from this before it traps you. Trade your dented car for some jalopy and drive across the southern border with Selina’s money in your pocket.

			But she didn’t move, could barely breathe, as within the span of that single kiss, so many possibilities unfolded. Of joyful days sharing each other’s company, of nights spent coaxing each other’s bodies to the peaks of pleasure. Of having someone she could finally trust enough to share the secrets weighing down her every step.

			Thoughts like these, they’re just mirages, she tried to warn herself as the kiss deepened, her hands reaching to frame his face, his drawing her nearer. This close to the desert, they’re beautiful, but cruel.

			Still, when she heard someone at the door, she could barely pull herself away. And when she spotted Spencer Colton frowning at the two of them, his disapproval was blurred by the unshed tears in her eyes.

			Grasping her by the arm, the sergeant hustled her toward the door.

			“Wait,” she blurted, twisting to turn back. “We’re not finished talking.” She needed to ask Ace more about the evidence against him, evidence of a conspiracy she meant to unravel.

			“What I just saw wasn’t talking.” The sergeant frowned at her. “And I specifically warned you earlier, no physical contact. Though I should have my head examined for trusting the kind of woman who’s responsible for a shootout at a local motel and three dead Vegas wise guys in my jurisdiction.”

			“Please, Sergeant Colton, as Detective Stratford from the Las Vegas Metropolitan PD has already explained, I’m a legitimate professional with no ties to organized crime. It’s just in my line of work, I sometimes end up crossing paths with—”

			“You’ve had the time I promised, bounty hunter,” he said firmly. “Now let’s go.”

			Ace protested, “I needed to give her some information related to my case. Please, Spencer.”

			Sierra wondered if Ace’s use of his first name was meant to remind the sergeant the two were somehow related and not just random strangers.

			Scowling, Spencer proved he was a cop first, saying, “Tell it to your lawyer, Ace. You’ve forfeited your right to ask for any favors, or for any other visitors until you’re processed into jail.”

			“You’re seriously still doing this?” Ace demanded. “Come on, you know this is a setup, that it couldn’t have been me in either of those videos.”

			“Then why’d you run, man? And how’d the weapon used in your father’s shooting get inside your condo?”

			“Why don’t you ask your so-called witness? I’m sure that Destiny Jones—as if I’d go babbling secrets to some bank teller I barely know—” Ace’s gaze flicked toward Sierra, connecting for a moment before returning to Spencer “—could lead you in the right direction.”

			Catching Ace’s drift, Sierra nodded, reminded of the witness’s name and her position.

			“That’s something else we’re going to need to talk about,” said Spencer, his frown deepening as his gaze bored into Ace’s. “What’s happened to Ms. Jones, because she hasn’t been seen in weeks. And the one person who stood to profit from her disappearance took off and went into hiding right around the time of her last sighting…”

			“You’re not suggesting,” Ace began, the color draining from his bruised face, “that I would—that I know anything about what might’ve happened to her? Because if that’s the case, Sergeant, I’m going to need my attorney present before I say another word.”

			As Spencer escorted Sierra to the elevator, she said, “You can’t honestly believe that Ace would harm this witness, do you? I’ve only known him for a couple of days, and it’s obvious to me that he’s no killer.”

			“And yet you’ve told me yourself he was involved in the death of that goon we found in the brush.”

			After waiting for a woman wearing a set of scrubs and a stethoscope to pass by, Sierra whispered furiously, “That happened during a struggle for a weapon. The man meant to kill us. And you should have seen how upset Ace was about it afterward, going on about how he’d never shot anyone before.”

			“And you believed him?”

			“Pretty clearly, don’t you think?” she asked, her cheeks burning at the thought of the eyeful she and Ace had given him when he’d first walked into the room.

			Once they arrived at the elevator, Spencer reached for the down button but hesitated before looking at her, his serious expression giving gravity to his boyish face. “You need to understand something, Ms. Madden. I may be a shirttail relation from a poorer branch of the family, but that doesn’t mean I’m looking to take down the former CEO of Colton Oil. I’m here to find the truth, that’s all, as well as justice for any and all victims.”

			With a nod that indicated that he considered their conversation over, he firmly pushed the elevator button and gestured for her to step inside when the door to the empty car arrived.

			Sierra pressed the button to hold the elevator without breaking eye contact. “All that’s great, but I’m here to prove to you,” she said, “that Ace Colton’s not a perpetrator, just one more of those victims—and I plan to start by finding this so-called witness you seem to have misplaced.”

			* * *

			Sierra walked along downtown’s main drag the next morning, acknowledging that she had screwed up big-time announcing her next move to the straight-arrow Sergeant Spencer Colton. Already, he had made it clear that he didn’t believe that nice women ended up trailed by Las Vegas gangsters. Or maybe he was more annoyed by the way she’d broken his stupid no-contact directive before telling him she was hell-bent on undermining his case against Ace Colton.

			Though she’d liked to imagine the sergeant had meant what he had told her about wanting to find the real truth, he’d clearly put the word out among his fellow cops that she wasn’t to be trusted. Or at least, she couldn’t get a thing out of the officers she’d attempted to chat up after happening upon them yesterday, one on his meal break at Bubba’s Diner and two others making separate stops at a coffee house called Java Jane’s.

			She held out hope the bank might offer her an untainted source of information today. Stepping inside the lobby, she approached a matronly looking teller who walked her through the process of depositing Selina’s cashier’s check and even chatted a bit about the woman’s plans for an upcoming vacation with her grown children.

			“Speaking of family,” Sierra ventured. “I happen to know that Destiny Jones’s is very eager to have her home this Thanksgiving. Would you have heard anything from her lately? I promised I’d pass along whatever I—”

			The friendliness in the teller’s brown eyes was instantly extinguished, replaced by a look of glazed panic as she quickly shook her head. “I can’t—I can’t talk about that with you. Personnel matters here are…strictly confidential.”

			Her breathing quick and noisy, her gaze darted about as she looked to her fellow tellers for help.

			Afraid that at any moment some nervous Nellie might hit the silent alarm, leaving her with a lot of explaining to do when the police came, Sierra raised her palms and peered at the woman’s name tag. “It’s all right, Ms.—Ms. Harding. Jane. I’m not trying to get anybody into trouble. I’d just like to help Destiny’s family. They’re very worried, and I thought that maybe you might’ve heard—”

			“I said no,” she repeated, this time loudly enough that the words echoed across the marble-floored lobby.

			From his spot two stations over, a younger male teller scratched his nose and cut Sierra a meaningful look from his own station. But before she could do anything about it, the bank’s manager clicked over in her high heels and escorted Sierra out with such firm insistence that she quickly found herself on the doorstep.

			“Wowza,” she murmured to herself of her brusque ejection. Did Spencer somehow get to her, too, or is that woman hiding something instead? Something she doesn’t want me to know about her bank and the missing Destiny Jones?

			Her instincts insisting it was the latter, Sierra headed out to where she’d parked her car, pausing in front of a shop undergoing renovations, where she raised her eyebrows to see a photo in the window featuring the magnetic gaze of a middle-aged blonde woman. Below it hung a hand-lettered sign profusely thanking Micheline Anderson and the Affirmation Alliance Group for their help with earthquake recovery efforts.

			“Hmm,” Sierra murmured, wondering how such generosity fit in with the less savory rumors she’d heard about the center the woman had established outside of town.

			With no time to ponder the question, she rounded the corner, she stopped abruptly at the sight of a slightly built female officer, a long, dark brown ponytail trailing down her back as she used a flashlight to peer inside the dented Camry’s tinted windows. As Sierra stepped back out of sight, her stomach tightened as the cop drew her holstered weapon—as if she expected to find a clown car’s worth of additional trouble out of Vegas. Or maybe, at the sergeant’s direction, she was looking for some excuse to arrest Sierra, too.

			It was enough to convince her to ditch the damaged Camry sooner rather than later, so after waiting until the ponytailed officer climbed into her patrol vehicle and drove away, Sierra headed for a small car lot she’d spotted when she’d first driven into Mustang Valley. In a rundown area not far past a biker joint called Joe’s Bar, Alonso & Sons was marked by older model vehicles, sagging strings of tired-looking plastic flags, and hand-printed signs boasting E-Z Credit and Make Your Weekly Payment Here!

			In less than an hour’s time, she’d made a deal, trading the Camry, which was years newer than any of the beaters on the lot, for a low-mileage older Chevy with the Arizona plate attached and no nonsense about tax or registration, since she didn’t haggle over the cash price. After she slipped a few hundred dollars extra his way, she had the salesman repeat the words, “I don’t know the guy who bought it. It must’ve been my old man who sold him that car.”

			“Perfect.” Climbing into the sun-faded blue Chevy, she checked some notes she’d made soon after her arrival in Mustang Valley, after conferring with Nikolas Slater, the PI Selina had originally hired to find Ace. Though Nikolas had seemed less than enthusiastic about Sierra’s insistence that she meant to bring in Ace, he had been professional enough to give her a few helpful pieces of information he’d uncovered—including the address of the witness who’d reported the missing man’s supposed confession.

			Gratified to find the information quickly, Sierra verified the location on her phone before heading to check in with Destiny’s neighbors over at her small apartment complex, tucked within a residential neighborhood only a few blocks from downtown. Here, too, evidence remained of the trembler that had struck the region, including one tumbled-down garage and a modest dwelling with a blue plastic tarp over a collapsed roof on an addition. For the most part, however, the area appeared to have moved on, thanks in large part, she’d heard, to the efforts of local volunteers.

			Few of the second-floor residents answered Sierra’s knocks, and of those, none claimed to know the attractive blonde in her early thirties who’d vanished so abruptly. The only person willing to talk at all was a bony older man with jutting ears who used her introduction as the launchpad for a diatribe regarding the “troubles” with young women these days.

			“They’re out there takin’ over every kind of man’s job, and blowin’ about as free as tumbleweeds instead of settlin’ down to raise good families,” he said over the sound of his whistling hearing aids, waving toward Sierra’s bare left hand with a pucker of disapproval. “You ask me, we were better off back when a gal went from her daddy’s house straight to her husband’s, with no time for courtin’ trouble in between.”

			“Yes, sir,” Sierra said, raising her voice to be sure he heard her. “Appreciate the information, but you’ll have to excuse me…” she added, already edging toward the staircase and the promise of escape.

			“And another thing. Back then the women used to dress like ladies,” he continued, his speckled scalp flushing beneath the thin, white strands combed across it as he scowled over her jeans and dusty boots, along with the form-fitting tactical charcoal jacket she found so useful for stowing gear and hiding weapons. “Put on some pretty lipstick or maybe some nice earrings before their man came home to dinner on the table.”

			“Thank you, sir, but I really have to go and find Ms. Jones now,” Sierra repeated, frustrated. So often it seemed the only people who ever wanted to talk when she was on the job were the type who had, not useful information, but a lifetime of opinions they couldn’t wait to unload.

			As she turned to flee, the clump-slide of his rapid steps echoed on the landing just behind her.

			“Wait!” he called.

			She froze, eyes closing, before turning with a tight smile that she hoped disguised her grimace. “Yes?”

			He lifted one hand from his walker to point down over the railing. “You maybe oughta ask that fella right there about my missing neighbor. I’ve seen him here a few times, comin’ out of her apartment. My guess is that he’s pickin’ up some of her things before the landlord tosses ’em.”

			Sierra looked down toward the parking lot where a thick-necked man with a black soul patch, wearing a gray sweatshirt and a cap with the Arizona Cardinals logo, held a large cardboard box near the open rear gate of a beat-up dark red van. He stood frozen for a moment, his dark eyes flicking a wary look from the old man’s outstretched hand to Sierra’s face.

			“Hi, neighbor. Just moving in?” she called down to him, offering what she hoped would appear a friendly wave as she took a couple of more steps toward the staircase.

			“Didn’t you hear what I just told you?” the old man put in, his words ringing off the concrete landing. “That’s Destiny Jones’s boyfriend, clearin’ out her stuff.”

			In the lot below, the man in the ball cap cursed, shoving the box into his van and slamming down the hatch.

			As he raced to jump inside, Sierra pounded down the steel stairs, shouting after him, “I just have a few questions, that’s all! I swear I’m not a cop!”

			But he was peeling off by the time she reached the lot, moving too fast for her to catch more than the first few digits on his license plate. Digging out her keys, she climbed into her new ride, cranked the engine and took off in pursuit. But the van’s head start enabled the driver to lose her in the tight maze of mainly residential streets.

			Defeated, she pulled over in front of a small neighborhood park where she grabbed her cell, thinking of calling 911 and asking the dispatcher to have police put out a Be On the Lookout alert. But what could she say that would get anyone to listen to her?

			Instead, she impulsively pressed to connect with Ainsley Colton’s number from her list of recent callers. On the second ring, Ace’s younger sister, an attorney for Colton Oil who’d seemed especially concerned about her brother’s welfare, picked up.

			“Can you believe it?” she blurted, clearly upset, before Sierra could get a word out. “They’ve gone and transferred him to the jail infirmary first thing this morning—and they still aren’t letting me or anybody from the family see him. Poor Nova’s going crazy, knowing he’s this close and she still can’t meet him.”

			“You need to listen to me, Ainsley,” Sierra said brusquely, though her heart twisted at the thought of Ace stuck behind bars on what she was now more certain than ever was a setup. “If you really want him walking free again, I need you to make a call for me now without wasting time with a lot of questions. Can you do that?”

			“Of course I will,” she said, pulling herself together with admirable efficiency. “Just tell me what you need.”

			Sierra ran it down for Ainsley, asking her to reach out to Spencer and tell him that she’d spotted Destiny Jones’s alleged boyfriend fleeing her apartment. After rattling off a description of the man and vehicle, along with the partial plate number, Sierra added, “You need to see if he can have his patrol officers pick this guy up before he gets too far, because I’m certain he knows something—and Destiny’s the key.”

			Once she ended the call, Sierra resumed driving, cruising the streets as she tried to plan out her next move. As she crossed over the main drag, she instead spotted something else of interest—the same slim, neatly dressed male teller who had tried to catch her attention before the bank manager asked her to leave.

			Turning to follow him, she watched him head into Java Jane’s, probably on his break, and decided to seize on the opportunity.

			Finding no open parking spaces nearby, she quickly hung a right, intending to make the block. It was then she caught a glimpse, several cross streets ahead, of the deep red van she’d lost earlier.

			“Finally, a little luck.” Pumping the air with her fist, she abandoned the idea of trying to pry information from the teller and hurried off in pursuit.

			Apparently confident he had lost her, the van’s driver, recognizable in his Cardinals ball cap, proceeded at a normal rate of speed as he wended his way toward another residential neighborhood not far past the high school. If he so much as glanced at his rearview mirror, she didn’t see it, since she stayed several car lengths back in the hope of avoiding detection.

			She slowed, pulling to the roadside a few houses short when he swung into the gravel driveway of one bungalow, more rundown that most of its neighbors’ with two dead palm trees in an overgrown front yard. After parking inside an even more dilapidated wooden garage, he quickly bailed out and pulled closed the barn-style double doors before heading toward what Sierra presumed to be a back door.

			But Sierra wasn’t the only person watching, she realized, a thrill zinging through her veins when she spotted the stirring of a curtain in one of the house’s windows and caught a glimmer of sunlight off a platinum-blond head. That had to be the same pixie cut she’d seen in the missing teller’s last social media postings, a look that made the petite woman’s large, honey-brown eyes and plump, pink lips stand out in contrast. Attractive as the other woman was, Sierra dismissed the tiny twinge she felt when she wondered if Ace’s confession had come on the heels of a passionate tryst. As far as Sierra was concerned, every word of Destiny’s story stunk to high heaven.

			Pulling out her phone, she placed a call directly to the police station and asked to be put through to Sergeant Colton.

			Expecting to get his voice mail, she was surprised when Spencer picked up in person. And not at all shocked to hear how annoyed he sounded when she identified herself.

			“What is this? You want me to put out another BOLO now, or do you have another wild goose chase you’re hoping I can run down for you?”

			“I take it you spoke with Ainsley, then. Good.” Sierra made a huffing sound. “Now, if we’re done with the small talk, I have the address where Destiny Jones has been hiding.”

			“You’re sure about that?” he asked, his irritation seeming to fall away.

			“I’d bet your goodwill on it,” she said, just to yank the sergeant’s chain. “I saw her at the window. Single residence at 2961 Saguaro Street, with a man I believe to be her boyfriend.”

			“Same white or Hispanic male in the red van from her apartment?” Spencer asked.

			“Yeah. I spotted the guy and tailed him over here.”

			“Do not approach,” the sergeant ordered. “I know that address—and that suspect. We’re almost certain he’s a drug dealer, very likely to be armed and dangerous—and I seriously doubt that he’s alone… Ms. Madden?”

			Dropping her phone as she heard a sound just behind her driver’s side door, Sierra gasped and reached for her gun before remembering it hadn’t yet been returned to her after its recovery following the motel shootout. Her split-second indecision gave the person who’d crept up behind her the time needed to fling open her door and bellow, “Freeze!” before she could hit the door lock or put the car in Drive.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			The uniformed officer was no older than his midtwenties and clearly nervous, a flush in his fair cheeks and a slight tremor shaking the barrel of the weapon he’d trained on Sierra.

			But his voice was firm, as was the look in his hazel eyes when he ordered, “Step out of the car, please, miss. That’s it. Now turn around and put your hands against the car.”

			“Was all this really necessary?” Sierra grumbled as he frisked her, quickly but professionally, for any weapons—a search that turned up nothing more interesting that the zip ties she kept on her belt, which he decided to let her keep after she’d shown him both her bail bond agent ID card and Nevada driver’s license. “If Destiny and her boyfriend didn’t know we were here before, I’m sure they do by now.”

			“Look, I’m sorry if I startled you,” said the cop, whose name tag read Ofc J. Donovan, “but my orders were to make sure we didn’t end up having a civilian triggering another shoot-out like the one at the motel the other night.”

			“I’m not the one who started that,” she reminded him. “Not that you would know it based on your department’s persecution of one of the intended victims—not to mention the person who’s gone ahead and tracked down not one but two missing persons for you in the short time I’ve been in town…not that I’m implying your department needs to step up its game in that arena.”

			Judging from his scowl, the look she’d slanted his way may have suggested otherwise. Could she help it if she had outspoken eyebrows?

			“Don’t get so cocky quite yet,” he said. “We haven’t determined Destiny Jones is inside that house, but as soon as my backup gets here…”

			He turned his head as an unmarked car pulled up a few doors down the street and Sergeant Colton climbed out, along with what she assumed to be a plainclothes male officer, maybe a detective or someone pitching in from the administration since the department was a small one. Both were wearing vests, she saw, and Spencer quickly ordered Donovan to put his on, as well.

			“And as for you,” the sergeant told her, “we appreciate your call, but you need to stay in your car. And completely clear of this operation. Do you understand?”

			“Fine by me,” Sierra told him before cutting an annoyed look toward the younger cop who’d searched her. “I only hope they didn’t slip out the back while Officer Obvious was alerting the whole neighborhood by frisking me right out on the street.”

			“And I hope you’re not trying to back out of your earlier identification of Destiny Jones inside that house,” Spencer told her. “Or sending my people into a dangerous situation on nothing but a fishing expedition.”

			“My best friend’s a cop,” she said, figuring that Brie counted as a best friend since she was really the only friend who’d made the effort to stand by her. Even if Sierra’s desperation to pay off Ice Veins, along with her need for secrecy, had made it harder than ever for her to really be there for anyone just lately. “I’d never, ever do that—or anything I thought might come back on Ace.”

			Spencer’s serious blue eyes studied her, but she didn’t waver for a moment.

			“All right, then, Ms. Madden,” he said, giving her a subtle nod she took to indicate a truce between them…at least for the moment.

			From inside her car, Sierra watched as the female officer with the darker ponytail, the same petite woman she’d spotted peering into her Camry earlier that morning, trotted up, her rifle pointed downward. All four convened before two of them, Donovan and the female officer split off and headed behind one of the neighbors’ houses, probably to cover the rear of the targeted address.

			Precisely two minutes later Spencer and the plainclothes officer both headed up the street to approach the front of the house, which Sierra couldn’t see at all from her vantage inside the car. But no one had been assigned to watch her, and she felt that familiar tingle of anticipation, a fizzing itch in muscles eager to get out there and be part of the takedown. Her father’s hunting instinct, as he’d liked to call it when he went out looking for the bail jumpers whose bounties fed them…and his gambling habit.

			So she stepped out of the car—just to stretch her legs, of course, not to defy a direct police order. Once standing, she strained her neck and ears, catching the pounding at a front door, the deeply authoritative, “Police! Open up!”

			Followed minutes later by a faint sound—one Sierra had only heard because she’d strolled to the end of a nearby walkway—of the female officer calling, “Sarge, the back door’s open, but the red van’s still in the—We’ve got a runner! White male, vaulting the rear fence! Donovan and I are in pursuit!”

			Adrenaline pumping though her system, Sierra warned herself to get back to the car, stay clear of the situation, where she could end up, at worst, shot, or arrested for interfering with a police action. Sighing in frustration, she dutifully returned to her vehicle…

			But Spencer hadn’t said a thing about remaining parked there, so she decided, with that fizzing itch inside her growing, to circle the block, just to offer an extra set of eyes and ears well versed in tracking fleeing suspects. And to call in to dispatch anything she spotted that might constitute a threat to officers or lead to the escape of—

			Right there, between a hedge of red-berried pyracantha and a stone retaining wall near the corner, Sierra caught sight of a movement, along with the waving of the shrub’s canes, whose wickedly long thorns were notorious for piercing skin and catching clothing. That has to be him. The runner the cops are after, she decided as she parked along the curb as close as she dared and pulled out her phone.

			Before she could dial, the runner broke cover—not the male in the Cardinals cap, as she’d expected, but Destiny herself, her platinum pixie cut partly hidden by a black watch cap and an oversize chambray work shirt serving to obscure her small, neat figure. She was cutting diagonally past Sierra’s hood as she sprinted across the street.

			Unwilling to let her get away, Sierra popped open the door, the surge of fresh adrenaline propelling her past the flare of pain in her ribs as she vaulted after the bank teller. Thanks to the bank teller’s poor choice in footwear—a pair of sky-blue spike-heeled pumps—Sierra gained on her quickly, shouting, “Hold it right there! Freeze! Fugitive recovery!” just as the blonde wobbled to the opposite curb.

			Whirling around with her honey-brown eyes flaring, Destiny turned to frown at Sierra before her painted nails dove for her rear pocket. Fearing she was reaching for a weapon, Sierra stepped in, twisting her body, and popping the blonde’s midsection with an upper cut that knocked Destiny out of her heels and sent her tumbling to the ground.

			Kneeling beside the gasping, sputtering woman, Sierra quickly confirmed that Destiny had been going for a cell phone rather than the gun that she’d imagined.

			Thrashing in her attempts to rise, Destiny recovered breath enough to cry out, “H-help! Let me go! Police!”

			“Just stay down, woman, or next time I won’t pull my punch,” Sierra said, pressing on her shoulder to keep Destiny from flailing about and injuring herself. Once she’d zip-tied her captive’s wrists, she followed the direction of the teller’s desperate gaze and sighed to see Sergeant Colton stalking her way, looking mad enough to arrest her, along with Destiny, on the spot.

			Oh, snap.

			“Didn’t I tell you to stay inside your car?” he demanded. “This is a police action to recover a material witness, not time for an amateur to interfere with our operation.”

			“A simple thank-you would suffice,” Sierra grumbled, wondering if the man imagined she routinely caught fugitives as some kind of hobby. “Or maybe you’d have preferred that I allowed her to keep right on running, wasting your officers’ time and possibly putting them in harm’s way, when she practically ran out in front of my car, trying to escape?”

			Pushing herself into a sitting position, Destiny complained, “This woman struck me! Did you see her? I—I want her arrested for assault!”

			Sergeant Colton swung an even harsher look in the teller’s direction before saying, “Before you make any decisions about that, Ms. Jones, I think we need to have a long, hard talk about the company you’ve recently been keeping—”

			“And I think you might want to check out, too,” Sierra told the officer, “what she was up to at that bank where she was working. Because from the way her coworkers and her manager acted when I started asked questions earlier, I have to wonder exactly what an audit might turn up.”

			* * *

			The following afternoon, two jailers escorted Ace from the infirmary, where he’d been stuck since the judge had denied his bail after the prosecutor had successfully argued that a wealthy man who’d already run once was the very definition of a flight risk.

			It still hadn’t sunk in that he would remain behind bars until his trial, that the only way he could hope to meet Nova and the grandchild she was carrying for the first time would be inside a jailhouse visiting room.

			As the shame of it seeped through him, Ace realized that something was up, since neither guard had answered his question about where they were going. But the look the two men passed between themselves triggered a tightening in his gut. One that warned that he had more bad news coming.

			“Is my lawyer here again?” he persisted, confused since Michael Seaver had told him yesterday he would be tied up in court this afternoon. “Or is this the family visit I’ve been promised?”

			After weeks of separation, he was desperate to see a familiar face and hear the latest news firsthand—and to know that at least some among his family members were still speaking to him. Desperate enough that he was willing to swallow his pride and allow them to see the same man who’d once represented Colton Oil wearing expensive hand-tailored suits, designer silk ties and Italian leather shoes sporting the latest in bright orange jail garb and what was beginning to resemble a ragged beard. At least he was moving more freely now that the bulky dressing on his wound had been replaced with lighter bandaging.

			“Didn’t they tell you in the infirmary where they’ve been keepin’ you all by your lonesome like some kind of rock star?” the younger of the two guards asked, his disapproval palpable over what he clearly considered special treatment. Even though at the present time, the county’s small jail had no other prisoners in need of the infirmary. “It takes at least forty-eight hours for your visitors’ list to be approved. If we can get to it.”

			Ace’s heart sank, but he didn’t respond to the taunting tone, the clear effort to get a rise out of him. Instead, he thought about the names he’d added to his list, including Sierra Madden’s. Part of him hoped that none of them would show up, would see him humbled like this. Another part of him feared exactly that.

			“I ever tell you,” the taller of the pair, a scowling man, asked his partner, “how I was all set to start a job for Colton Oil once? Hard, dirty work, but honest, with good benefits and the kind of paycheck a man can be proud to take home to his family.” His glittering, dark eyes were set deep beneath the shelf of a high forehead.

			“Yeah, I think you did.” His frog-faced younger cohort smirked in Ace’s direction. “But why don’t you go ahead and refresh my memory, Pete? I’m sure that Mister Bigtime CEO here would just love to hear that story.”

			Ace felt his stomach clutch, though nothing about the guard had struck him as familiar, no more than the name Pete rang any warning bells.

			“I was all set to start in a few days,” Pete said, scowl deepening. “They just needed me to come on in and fill out a little paperwork. And that was when the boss man—this same fine fella we have before us right here—puts a stop to things. Calls the Human Resources lady and tells her my rusted-out pickup is parked in the space marked off for his fancy imported sports car.”

			“If you’re going to tell the story,” Ace said, stopping to stare back a challenge as the incident came back to him, “maybe you ought to tell it right.”

			“You got something you want to say, prisoner?” the guard said, pulling his baton out of a holster as his small eyes glittered with menace. “Because I’m not your daddy, and you’re not skulking around the office with a loaded gun.”

			Bruised and stitched up as he was already, Ace should have kept his mouth shut. And maybe he would’ve let the jackass tell his story his way had it not been for the crack about his father’s shooting. And the fact that Ace had never had any patience when it came to lying bullies. “I was just going to say,” he said, raining down the full weight of an authority he no longer had any claim to, “you left out the part about how Colton Oil security cameras caught you sideswiping my administrative assistant’s car on your way in—the first brand-new car she’d ever bought in her life—after you’d stopped along the way for a few celebratory slugs from that flask you had on you.”

			Scowl deepening, the tall guard raised his baton high to strike, but instead of flinching, or turning a shoulder to block the inevitable blows, Ace stood there, saying, “Go ahead, man. Do what you want, if it makes you feel any better. Heaven only knows you can’t make me feel much worse.”

			Lowering the stick, Pete sneered, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Seein’ me lose this job, too, when we march you in to meet with the DA and your lawyer, and those others, all black-and-blue and bloody?”

			“I’m meeting with the—” Dread coiled cold and oily in Ace’s stomach. Were the charges against him about to be upgraded? Had any chance to make things right with the only father he had even known—or to get to know his daughter—passed him by forever?

			“Don’t get too cocky, though, Colton,” the tall guard warned, “because the minute you’re out of there, we’re taking you straight to the general lockup—”

			“After we’ve had a little talk with a few of our favorite troublemakers about the way you’ve been talkin’ about how you don’t want to be associated with broke-ass trash like them,” his frog-faced younger colleague added. “And then we’ll both get busy catchin’ up on all that paperwork we’ve let pile up just lately. Maybe we’ll even get around to seein’ to your visitors’ list—if there’s anything left of you to visit.”

			As the two men shared a chuckle, Ace smothered a sigh, wondering if there was any chance that Sierra could possibly make good on her promise to free him from his nightmare—or any hope he could survive it long enough for the real truth to come to light.

			* * *

			Ace was still shaking two hours later when his attorney walked him out through the jail’s rear sally port and into the bright spring sunshine.

			“You all right? You should be walking on air now, what with all the charges against you being dismissed.” A tall man in his late fifties, Michael Seaver led him toward a long, black Escalade with tinted windows in the rear of the parking lot. Dressed as usual in an expensive, slim-cut suit and designer glasses, he grinned as if he’d expected this outcome all along, even though they both knew that at their most recent meeting, the outlook had been far grimmer. “Instead, you look about ready to fall over. You feeling okay? Or are your injuries still—”

			“I’m healing fine,” said Ace, wearing an oversize sweatshirt with a pair of cheap, ill-fitting denim pants and canvas shoes he’d been issued for the unexpected release. “I’m in shock, that’s all. I can’t believe I’m walking out of here, a free man, and that—is that…?”

			His attention was captured by Sierra, a sight for sore eyes in her silver hoop earrings and jacket over form-fitting jeans and soft, gray boots. A breeze stirred her long, red-gold hair as she raised her hand in a muted greeting from where she was standing near the Escalade.

			When their eyes met, the warmth of her smile loosened the tightness inside his chest enough for him to breathe again.

			She’d kept her word after all, he understood, earned her finder’s fee and then some. And more than that, she’d elected to come here in person, to meet him at the gates of hell.

			“You know this woman?” the attorney asked as she approached.

			“Not as well as I’d like to,” Ace admitted, his mouth going dry at the perfect combination of beauty and athleticism in her movement.

			Seaver gave a snort of amusement. “I see your recent troubles haven’t affected your good taste in ladies.”

			“Too bad they’ve made me the last man on the planet any sensible woman would want to get tangled up with.”

			“Never say die, man,” the attorney fired back. “Never say die.”

			“You must be Ace’s mouthpiece,” Sierra said as she drew within earshot. “I’m a friend. Sierra Madden.”

			“Ah, the famous bounty hunter.” Seaver scrutinized her with a look of frank admiration before he offered her his hand. “Yes, I understand you are a very good friend to the defense indeed.”

			A wicked smile lit her eyes over their brief handshake. “Don’t let it get around. I’d hate to ruin my reputation as a heartless mercenary.”

			“Thanks, Michael,” Ace said. “I’ll be going with Ms. Madden now.”

			“You’re sure?” The attorney’s gaze flicked to his shiny black Escalade. “I did promise your sister I’d bring you straight to the family compound.”

			“You don’t have to worry about that, Counselor,” Sierra said with a nod toward Ace. “I’ve been in touch with Ainsley, and we’ve agreed we’ll be meeting up at eight at Ace’s condo in town.”

			“What about right now? I’m sure he’d love to get back home to the Triple R and his loving family.”

			“Don’t you think Ace deserves a little time and space to get looking and feeling like himself again, eat a solid meal on neutral ground and shut his eyes without looking over his shoulder for a change?”

			“Of course,” Michael was quick to agree. But he darted a questioning look at Ace nonetheless. “I just wanted to make sure this is all right by my client.”

			“If it was any more all right,” he said, both relieved and touched by Sierra’s consideration of how ill prepared he’d been to dive into the emotional tumult of an immediate reunion, “I’d be kissing this woman on the mouth right here and now.”

			Seaver grinned. “Just don’t be late or your sister will be blowing up my phone with calls and texts. And we both know what Ainsley’s like when she drops into full protective mode.”

			Cracking a smile, Ace shook the man’s hand. “I won’t be late. I promise. I’ll even turn my phone back on—they returned it to me on the way out—once I’ve had the chance to charge it.” He wouldn’t promise to switch on the ringer, though. The thought of coping with what he suspected would be scores, or maybe hundreds, of notification tones from all the calls and messages he’d surely missed was enough to break him out in a cold sweat.

			Once Seaver had climbed into his Escalade, Sierra showed Ace to a different car than the one she’d previously been driving, an older Chevy with Arizona tags. But Ace didn’t have it in him to ask what had happened to her damaged Camry, or where she was driving him as she turned away from both the ranch and his personal downtown condo.

			All he could manage was, “I still don’t know what I’m doing here instead of getting my head caved in about now by a couple of choice inmates while the guards look the other way.
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