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Prologue






“Merle Raye, get your lazy butt in here!”


“What’s wrong, Daddy?” Merle Raye said, skidding to a stop on the waxed linoleum kitchen floor.


“I thought I told you to wash these dishes.”


Merle Raye glanced at the coffee cup and saucer that sat alone in the white ceramic sink. “I—”


“I told her I’d do it, Big Mike,” her stepmother said.


Merle Raye’s father turned on her stepmother, his eyes narrowed and one meaty hand fisted. “If I’d wanted you to wash up, Allie, I’d have said so. I want her to do it.”


“I only thought—”


“Don’t think!” her father retorted, slipping his arms into the shoulder rig he wore as a cop with the Austin PD. “Just do what the hell I tell you to do!”


As he turned, Merle Raye shrank back, knowing what was coming, but also knowing there was no escape from Big Mike’s fist. At the last moment, he opened his hand and slapped her across the face. Even that blow was enough to send her skinny eleven-year-old body flying. She hit the refrigerator with a thump, the “Remember the Alamo!” refrigerator magnet gouging her back and then falling to the floor along with her, where it broke in half.


“Goddammit! Now look what you’ve done!” her father bellowed.


Merle Raye pulled her knees up to her budding chest and put her hands up to protect her head and fiery face.


“Big Mike!” Allie cried. “Don’t!” Her stepmother took a step forward and caught the punch meant for Merle Raye on her own shoulder, gasping at the pain of it.


“Get out of the way, Allie,” her father snarled.


“It’s only a cup and saucer,” Allie said. “There’s no need—”


“The girl needs to learn I mean what I say.”


While Big Mike was diverted by her stepmother, Merle Raye scuttled out of the kitchen on her hands and knees. As soon as she was clear of them, she stood and ran down the hallway. There was no sense trying to hide in her room. Her father had already broken the latch by kicking down the door.


Merle Raye scampered for the linen storage closet in the hall, crawled behind the winter blankets stacked on the floor beneath the bottom shelf, and crouched there, curled up in the smallest ball she could make of herself. So far, this hiding place hadn’t been discovered. But she was stuck here until her father left the house for work.


Merle Raye was always amazed—and grateful and guilt-ridden—whenever Allie stepped between her and Big Mike, taking the brunt of the beating intended for her, as though Merle Raye was her own flesh-and-blood daughter. The guiltier Merle Raye felt for escaping all that pain at Allie’s expense, the more fiercely she loved her stepmother. She’d vowed to pay Allie back someday, although she had no idea how.


Merle Raye couldn’t understand why Allie didn’t leave Big Mike. Merle Raye would have given anything to be old enough to run away. She’d tried it once last year, but Big Mike had gotten every cop in Austin to hunt her down and then hauled her back home. She still hadn’t figured out why he’d wanted her back. All he did when he got her home was yell at her and hit her and call her names.


Merle Raye shuddered when she heard Allie scream. One of these days Big Mike would end up killing one of them. Merle Raye’s heart pounded as she heard her stepmother running down the hall to the bedroom she shared with Big Mike, and Big Mike roaring oaths as he chased after her.


Merle Raye knew how things were going to end. Big Mike’s rage would find another outlet. Merle Raye put her hands to her ears to shut out the sounds of Big Mike doing what he did to her stepmother.


She wished her real mother hadn’t died when she was born. Maybe if Big Mike hadn’t been drowning his sorrows in beer, he wouldn’t have named her after his two best friends. Lots of kids in Texas had two names—Jimmy John, Billie Sue, Bobbie Jo—so her name wasn’t really that odd. But because Merle Raye had learned to keep her mouth shut unless spoken to, the other kids had pegged her as shy, and she’d gotten the unfortunate nickname Mertle the Turtle.


Being Mertle the Turtle was a heavy cross to bear. And because they’d lived in the same neighborhood in Austin her whole life, the nickname had stuck. Folks shouted “Hey, Mertle!” at her far more often than her real name. Merle Raye had vowed that as soon as she was old enough, she was going to change her name to something simple and elegant. Like Grace.


Nana Glory, her birth mother’s mother, said her father hadn’t gotten drunk so much before her mother died, though she reckoned he’d always been a mean son of a bitch.


“Shows what happens when a female falls for a pair of broad shoulders, a headful of shiny black hair, and some twinkly blue eyes,” Nana Glory had said.


Merle Raye didn’t have her father’s broad shoulders, but she’d definitely gotten his blue eyes and his straight black hair. She figured she’d gotten his short temper, too, because she sure got mad enough in a hurry when he got mean.


That’s where the similarity ended. Merle Raye had never raised her hand against a soul, man or beast, and never planned to—with one exception.


She had thought long and hard about killing Big Mike.


Merle Raye had imagined a thousand ways of doing it, ways where she wouldn’t get caught. She was smart and she kept her ears open every time Big Mike bragged about how he’d unraveled the clues and brought some killer to justice. There were some benefits to being a homicide detective’s daughter, one of which was learning how to kill and get away with it.


Someday she’d be old enough to run away. Before she did, Merle Raye imagined the satisfaction of killing Big Mike. He surely deserved to die. It was bad enough that he beat her and her stepmother black-and-blue whenever he felt the mood strike him. But he’d done worse than that.


In a fit of rage, Big Mike had flushed her turtle—the one Allie had given her for her tenth birthday, which she’d named Mertle—down the toilet. Mertle was the first living thing that had ever been put in Merle Raye’s care. For the two weeks she’d owned Mertle, she’d held her and loved her and fed her and taken the very best care of her she knew how.


When she’d realized the finality of what Big Mike had done, Merle Ray had felt an unbearable ache in her chest and a sudden knot in her throat. Tears had brimmed in her eyes. Then some sort of dam broke, and the sobs came so hard and fast she could barely catch her breath. Her eyes had swollen up and her nose had run.


She’d bawled like a baby for two hours, until Big Mike had kicked her door in, picked her up and shaken her so hard her head flopped on her shoulders, and said, “Shut the hell up!”


And she had. She hadn’t cried over anything or anyone since.


Merle Raye bared her teeth as she thought of how many times Big Mike had disappointed her. And hurt her. And hurt those she cared about. Anyone who’d flush a poor, defenseless turtle down the toilet was just plain mean.


Someday, she vowed, as she listened to Big Mike slaking his meanness on her stepmother’s body, Big Mike would get what he had coming. He’d be stone-cold dead. And no one would ever know it was his own daughter who’d done it.
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Ten years later


FBI Supervisory Special Agent Breed Grayhawk was caught in the middle between two barnyard dogs, their neck hairs hackled and their teeth bared, warily circling, looking for an opening to rip out each other’s throat. He didn’t move. He hardly breathed. He didn’t want to get noticed and maybe have both beasts turn their slavering fangs on him.


Or at least, that was how it felt.


In reality, he was leaning against the window ledge in his boss’s office, listening to two opinionated, bullheaded FBI special agents argue over security for the upcoming visit of the U.S. president to the University of Texas at Austin campus.


“I understand that you want your team to be more involved in security during the president’s visit, Vince,” Special Agent in Charge Craig Westwood said. “But between the Secret Service, the Texas Department of Public Safety, and the SWAT team I’m bringing in from the regional field office in San Antonio, we have everything covered.”


“So my agents are stuck doing previsit background checks on anarchists and white supremacists?” Assistant Special Agent in Charge Vincent Harkness retorted.


“It’s necessary,” Westwood replied in a steely voice.


“But peripheral,” Vince persisted.


“Come on, Vince,” Westwood said. “We’re a team. Sometimes you don’t get to pitch. You have to field balls.”


“Shit, Craig,” Vince flared. “My agents aren’t even in the goddamn game!”


Breed tensed, waiting to see whether the San Antonio SAC, who was his boss’s boss, would jump down Vince’s throat. Breed gripped the hardwood window ledge under his hands, resisting the urge to thrust himself into the fray. It wasn’t his battle, and Vince wouldn’t thank him for interfering.


Breed watched as Vince’s eyes darkened from brown to nearly black as he glared at Westwood, who stared right back. Vince’s pale skin flushed, and his jaw worked.


Breed could understand his boss’s point.


President John Coleman was giving the keynote address at the National Governors Association Annual Meeting—just five days away—in the LBJ Auditorium on campus. More than a thousand people were scheduled to attend. The nation’s governors, the public, and the president were potentially at risk.


The Secret Service, now under the Department of Homeland Security, was in town to do the protective groundwork and provide security during the event, with the assistance of the Texas DPS and the FBI. At least, some of the FBI. The Austin “satellite” office, like an ugly stepchild, was being told, however nicely, to butt out.


Breed felt his body respond with a rush of adrenaline to the palpable tension between his boss and Westwood. He gritted his teeth, waiting to see who would blink first.


Westwood’s hands were steepled beneath his chin, and the ankle of one leg was propped on the knee of the other, so he appeared deceptively relaxed in one of the two studded maroon leather chairs across from Vince’s definitely-not-government-issue cherrywood desk.


Abruptly, Vince picked up a Montblanc pen from his desk, breaking eye contact with his boss. “You know we’ll do our part,” he said, before adding even more quietly, “however small it turns out to be.”


“I appreciate that, Vince,” Westwood said. “You’re doing a fine job here.” He dropped his foot to the ground and sat upright, his hands slapping his knees, signaling that the meeting was over.


Vince shoved an agitated hand across the flat top of his dark brown crew cut, before once again meeting Westwood’s gaze with belligerence. “This might only be a satellite office, Craig, but I’d pit my agents against yours any day of the week.”


“I’m sure your men are good at what they do, Vince. Langley doesn’t let them loose on the world unless they’re good. Like Grayhawk here, whose JTTF team has run down perpetrators of both identity theft and bank credit card fraud over the past year, if I’m not mistaken.”


Breed found himself the object of Westwood’s piercing blue-eyed gaze. He stood upright, his weight forward, as though to defend himself from physical attack. But Westwood was smiling at him. Breed wasn’t sure how to respond to the SAC’s compliment, which could just as easily have been construed as a slur, since the criminals his Joint Terrorism Task Force had apprehended weren’t, in fact, the sort of domestic and foreign terrorists they were supposed to be hunting.


So he said nothing.


Breed knew he was only present at the meeting between his boss and the San Antonio SAC because, as Supervisor of the Austin JTTF, he was in a position to know whether there were any active threats to the president of the United States on the UT campus. He’d already made his report to Westwood: not only were there no active threats on campus, there hadn’t been an active threat of domestic or foreign terrorism on campus during the entire two years Breed had been assigned to the JTTF.


“Anything else you want to mention about the situation on campus while I’m here?” Westwood asked Breed as he stood, his broad-shouldered six feet five inches towering over a still-seated five-foot-nine-inch Vince.


“No, sir,” Breed said, broadening his stance and easily meeting the SAC’s eyes. “There’s no known threat to the president of the United States or to the governors of the fifty states, three territories, and two commonwealths who’ll be on campus next week.”


“No known threat,” Westwood repeated, his gaze sliding from Breed to Vince. “I’m relying on both of you to let me know if that situation changes between now and Wednesday, when the president shows up. I don’t want any surprises.”


Vince made a sound in his throat that might have been a grunt or a snort or a snicker.


Breed wondered if the same thought had occurred to his boss as had occurred to him. Can anyone really account for the unexpected? Surprises are surprises precisely because no one anticipated them. Why are we going to be responsible if a disaster occurs, when we’re so uninvolved in preparation for the president’s visit? Are we being set up to take the fall if something goes wrong?


Breed watched as his boss finally rose, as though he were the one dismissing Westwood and not the other way around.


“We’re a first-rate resource, Craig,” Vince said. “Use us.”


“I will. If I need you.”


Breed watched a muscle tick in his boss’s jaw as Vince shook hands with the San Antonio SAC and imagined Vince biting his tongue to keep from making another retort.


“Don’t be a stranger,” Vince said to his boss. “Stephanie and I and the kids would love to have you and Emily and your kids join us at our cabin on Lake LBJ for a barbecue and waterskiing some weekend before it gets too cold.”


“We’d enjoy that,” Westwood said. “Let me have Emily give Stephanie a call and set it up.”


As soon as the door closed behind Westwood, Vince said, “That son of a bitch!”


Breed grinned. “I can’t believe you just invited that son of a bitch to spend the weekend at your cabin.”


“He and I both know he’s too busy to take me up on it,” Vince said as he reached for a jacket on a hanger behind the door and slipped it over a stiffly starched white oxford cloth shirt. He shot his cuffs and adjusted a rep-striped tie. “Craig Westwood has been a thorn in my side ever since I joined the FBI.”


“What did he do that was so bad?”


“Kissed a lot of ass on his way to the top.”


The edge in Vince’s voice kept Breed silent.


“Aw, hell,” Vince said, suddenly grinning and slapping Breed on the back. “I’m just pissed because when Craig and I went through the FBI Academy at Quantico a thousand years ago, I graduated five spots ahead of him, and now the son of a bitch is my boss.”


Breed laughed because Vince laughed. But the bitterness in Vince’s voice told him it wasn’t really a laughing matter.


Breed strode out of the Friday-night-empty FBI office ahead of Vince and got blasted by the lingering South Texas heat. He looked at Vince in his standard FBI dark suit and tie and was grateful for the work he did on campus that made it possible for him to wear a Stetson, an open-throated, Western-cut shirt, blue jeans, and cowboy boots.


“What did Westwood do that got him promoted ahead of you?” Breed asked.


As Vince’s car remote chirped to open the door on his black SUV, he said, “It wasn’t so much what he did as what I didn’t do.”


Breed lifted an inquiring brow.


“Stephanie’s mother got sick,” Vince explained. “I had to ask for a transfer from the Southwest region, where things were hopping, to a satellite office in Georgia near Stephanie’s mom—a place where things were definitely not hopping. Craig stayed put, then went to Langley and made a name for himself, before returning to South Texas as regional SAC.”


“Tough luck,” Breed said.


Vince shrugged. “That’s the way it goes.” He glanced at his watch and hissed in a breath as he settled onto the hot black leather seat.


“I’m late. I promised Stephanie I’d be home by six to take her and the kids to the cabin this weekend. Which I shouldn’t have the time to do, if Craig were using the manpower in this office the way he should.”


“I guess that means you can’t join me for a drink,” Breed said as he stood by the door to his pickup.


Vince shook his head. “Not tonight,” he said as he started up his car and rolled down the windows. “See you on Monday, unless a terrorist threat rears its hydra head over the weekend. If you need me, you know how to reach me.”


“Yes, sir.” Breed watched Vince drive away, then got into his cobalt-blue Dodge Ram and headed west on U.S. 290 out of Austin. It had been a helluva day. With the president’s upcoming visit, he’d better enjoy the weekend, because it was likely to be a helluva week.


He needed a drink. And a woman. Preferably in that order. And he knew just where to find both.
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Breed hit his brakes and skidded sideways to avoid a deer scampering across U.S. Highway 290 west of Austin. He grinned as the adrenaline that kicked in sent his thumping heart up into his throat. And grimaced as he acknowledged that missing a deer caught in the headlights was about the most excitement he’d had in a month of Sundays.


Breed had been ready to bust balls when he’d been appointed as one of six FBI special agents on the JTTF two years ago. For the first year, he’d posed as a graduate student in business, son of the governor of Wyoming, King Grayhawk.


Not that King had ever been a father to him. Breed’s mother Sassy had been married to King when he was born, all right. But his father had taken one look at his supposed offspring’s crow-black hair, odd silver-gray eyes, and copper-hued skin, named him Breed for the half-breed he appeared to be, and started divorce proceedings.


The truth would have been easy enough to prove with DNA, if anyone had bothered. But King was too proud, Sassy was too drunk, and Breed was too angry.


Nevertheless, in the name of patriotism—and because it was the politically correct thing to do—King had been persuaded by the FBI to allow Breed to use his wealthy father’s oil connections and influence to help him get introductions to rich Saudi and Egyptian and Iranian sons attending UT, in hopes of uncovering an al-Qaeda operative.


It had all been for naught. As the San Antonio SAC had pointed out, the worst offenses Breed had rooted out were identity theft and bank credit card fraud. And those thieves had been strictly American. So much for heroically saving the country from foreign and domestic terrorism.


Breed likened his work with the JTTF to a shepherd watching his flock. The wolf might not come around for months at a time, but the shepherd had to remain vigilant. If he let down his guard, the wolf could—and would—slip in amongst the flock and slaughter them.


Breed hadn’t told anyone the fanciful analogy he used to describe what he did for a living. But it kept him committed and made him feel his work was necessary and important. Especially when there hadn’t been even the whiff of a terrorist threat in the two years since he’d become a member of the Austin JTTF.


He groused to his friend, Texas Ranger Jack McKinley, about the inaction and redundancy, and sometimes downright boredom, of his work. But he would never, ever abandon his watch for the wolf.


Which was why the meeting today with the San Antonio SAC had left him feeling antsy. Anxious. Like a creature that smells fire in the wind, sensing danger, ready to run, but unsure in which direction safety lies.


All his life, Breed had known when trouble was on the way. It was a survival mechanism, a sixth sense that warned him that his mother was headed into alcohol rehab again, and he was about to be pawned off on another relative.


Or that some lush she’d met in rehab and married didn’t want her son around, so he’d better make himself scarce.


Or that she’d found a guy to pay a plastic surgeon to give her a new face and a more bosomy figure, and she would be leaving him with yet another distant relative, or even a “friend,” while she went away to recuperate.


He’d survived being abandoned again and again by his mother. He’d even thrived. Because he always prepared himself for the worst, and therefore was never disappointed, no matter what happened.


He pulled into a spot in front of a ramshackle cowboy bar called Digger’s and shut off his engine. He was hoping for a cold drink. And a warm woman. With any luck, he wouldn’t be disappointed.


The heat of a sunny October day in South Texas had dissipated, but when Breed stepped inside Digger’s, the smell of sweat hung in the air. And despite the national obsession with not smoking, a haze of burned tobacco clouded the turquoise-painted interior.


An old Waylon Jennings tune was playing on an equally ancient jukebox, forcing the voices inside Digger’s up a notch, so twenty-five people sounded like forty. Everyone wore cowboy hats and belts and boots, and Wranglers like the Texas Rangers wore, with rivets in the right places and seams that didn’t chafe on horseback.


Breed was a regular, and the bartender nodded at him and set an ice-cold and dripping bottle of Dos Equis beer in front of him on the scarred wooden bar.


By the time Breed said, “Thanks, Jimmy Joe,” the bartender had already shuffled away to fill another order.


Breed stared into the mirror over the bar, which was crowned with a curving set of Longhorn steer horns that had to be ten feet from point to point. He’d purposely sat down next to the female at the end of the bar who looked shapely from behind. He felt his heart jump when she lifted her stunning blue eyes and met his gaze in the mirror.


The attraction was immediate. And powerful. He recognized it without giving in to it.


Breed didn’t do relationships. Didn’t believe in romantic love. Didn’t believe in anything that ended happily ever after. It wasn’t part of his experience. When he wanted a woman, like now, he found one willing to satisfy his needs. In exchange he offered mutual satisfaction—or money. Nothing more.


He perused the woman beside him at his leisure, recognizing that she was pretty, rather than beautiful. Her eyes were too far apart and her nose was a little crooked, but her mouth looked very kissable, the lips full and pink without lipstick. Her complexion was unbelievably light and creamy, and he wondered if the rest of her was as smooth and touchable. She had straight black hair that fell halfway down her back. He was amused to find her staring boldly back at him in the mirror.


She was drinking tequila shots. One upside-down shot glass sat in front of her, and she was nursing a second glass that was half full. He felt a strong tug in his groin when she smiled at him in the mirror, revealing nearly perfect white teeth. She lifted her shot glass in a toast and tossed the rest of it down without making the sort of face females usually made when they drank straight liquor.


She turned the glass upside down and set it carefully on the bar without a sound. In a husky voice that felt like a warm hand caressing his flesh, she said, “Another one, Jimmy Joe.”


Breed’s body hardened like a rock. So much for subtle interest in the female sitting to his right. He was already imagining himself deep inside her when he felt her hand on his thigh. He jerked at the touch, but managed to hang on to his beer without spilling it as he turned to her, easing his leg free.


“I’m Grace,” she said. “What’s your name?”


Breed usually liked to do the chasing, but somehow he didn’t mind getting caught by this particular she-wolf. “Breed Grayhawk,” he replied.


Her eyes narrowed, and he watched as she noted the copper hue of his skin, the high cheekbones and blade of nose, the narrow lips and chiseled chin. He felt himself flush when she nodded, acknowledging without a spoken word what his name likely meant.


Half-breed.


He was disconcerted when her inspection didn’t stop with his face but drifted to the breadth of his shoulders, his lean waist, and—he couldn’t believe she was actually doing it—the hard ridge in his jeans, before skimming down the length of his legs.


He didn’t much like being sized up like a prize bull. So he gave her back what he’d just gotten, starting with her striking, wide-spaced blue eyes, a nose that should have been aquiline, but now had a bump that proved it had been broken once upon a time, and a mouth with lips so full they made a man wonder how they would feel in a lot of different places. The mouth was scarred, too, with a small white mark on the upper right edge.


Abusive husband? he wondered. Abusive father, maybe? Car accident, more likely. She had a self-possession that he couldn’t make fit with a cringing victim.


She smiled, a bare curve of her lips he would have missed, except it was reflected as a twinkle in her blue eyes. Then she lifted a finely arched brow—another barely-there scar slicing through the right edge of it—to ask if he was done yet.


He wasn’t.


Breed let his eyes follow the length of her neck to milky white shoulders and a pair of breasts that were amazing, if they weren’t fake, outlined in a low-cut, lace-trimmed white sleeveless top. A narrow, cowboy-belted waist flared into the kind of hips that made a woman good at childbearing, and slender, jean-clad legs. He imagined them naked, wrapped around him, and felt his mouth go dry.


He couldn’t believe the invitation he saw in her eyes when their gazes met again. He wondered for a moment if she was a hooker—beat up by her john one too many times?—and realized he didn’t give a damn. He wanted her any way he could get her.


He hadn’t noticed Jimmy Joe bringing her another drink, but she turned from him, licked some salt from her hand, drank half the shot glass of tequila, then bit into a slice of lime.


He felt that lick in the place he wanted it most. His whole body tensed, and he must have looked—and smelled—to her like some sort of beast in rut, because she glanced sideways at him before shoving her silky black hair back across her shoulder in a gesture that reminded him of a doe flicking her tail at a stag.


He glanced at the two shot glasses upside down in front of her and the third half-empty one and realized he didn’t want her senses dulled any more than they already must be.


“What would it take to get you into bed?” he said in a low, guttural voice.


For the first time she looked less than supremely self-confident. “What?”


“How much to have you?”


Her eyes flickered with some emotion he couldn’t name before she said in a cool voice, “More than you can afford, Cowboy.”


“Name your price,” he said, determined to have her, whatever it cost him.


“I don’t want your money.” She did a perusal of his body that made his blood feel like lava in his veins, then said, “I need a favor.”


“Name it.”


“After,” she said. “Agreed?” She held out her small hand for him to shake.


Her grasp was surprisingly strong as he caught her hand in his own. “Sure.”


“You won’t back out?”


Her rasping voice made the hair on his arms stand up, as though he’d been stroked. At that moment, he would have promised anything to have her.


“I won’t back out.” The rough voice he heard didn’t sound like his own. She wasn’t a very good businesswoman if she was willing to put off getting money in advance, or something in writing about that promised favor. Once he had what he wanted from her, he’d be glad to help her out. If what she wanted was reasonable. And didn’t cost him more than he thought she was worth.


“Where can we go?” he asked.


“How about your truck?”


He snorted. It was a pretty good guess that he drove a pickup. Most cowboys did, and he was certainly dressed like one. But he had no intention of trying to copulate like some teenager behind the gearshift of his truck. “There’s a motel across the street. We can get a room there.”


She shook her head. “No vacancy,” she said, pointing back out the year-round Christmas garland–festooned front window of Digger’s to the flickering block-lettered sign across the street, which read NO V-CANC -, two of the red lights having burned out.


Breed swore under his breath. “Where, then?” he said, irritated that she’d agreed to this, if she had no intention of following through.


“We could drive back into town.”


“Too far.” He couldn’t wait that long.


“I have a blanket in my car,” she said. “We could go down by the creek behind the bar.”


“Sex under the stars?” Breed said cynically.


“Why not?”


Breed didn’t trust her, but he was sure he could take care of himself even without the Glock 22 he’d left in his glove compartment. He was supposed to keep the weapon with him at all times, since technically, an FBI agent was never off duty. But that would mean he shouldn’t be drinking, either. Breed figured if he was going to break the rules, it was better not to be in a position where he could drink—and shoot.


He certainly wasn’t going to let a little worry over her ulterior motives keep him from enjoying that luscious, well-endowed body. He threw enough money on the bar to cover his drinks and hers and said, “You ready?”


She eyed the money he’d left, shrugged, downed the last half of her drink, very quietly turned the glass upside down on the bar in front of her and rose to her feet.


Breed was 6'4" tall, and when he stood, she barely came to his shoulder, even wearing cowboy boots, which gave her an extra inch or so of height. For an instant, he wondered how old she was. Another look at the cleavage so blatantly displayed silenced his qualms. He slipped a hand under her elbow and said, “Let’s go get that blanket.”


The air outside had cooled as night fell and felt refreshing. He followed her to a cheap, dark blue, foreign-made car with a dent in the right front fender. Without thinking, he noted the out-of-state Michigan license plate number as she opened the trunk to retrieve the blanket. Actually, it was a patchwork quilt, a pretty nice one, from what he could see in the yellow neon light from the DIGGER’S sign attached to the whitewashed adobe wall.


He took it from her and tucked it under his arm. He reached out a hand for hers, but she ignored it, closed the trunk, pocketed the car keys in her jeans, and headed toward the creek that ran behind the bar.


It was a good thing there was a three-quarter moon, or he might have lost her in the shadows of the cottonwoods along the creek. The shallow water rushed over the rocks and a breeze rustled the yellowing leaves overhead. A hundred feet from the bar, they lost the sound of the jukebox, and it was late enough that there was no traffic to be heard on the isolated county road.


She stopped at the edge of the creek and turned back to him, her arms crossed protectively over her breasts. He had the sinking feeling she’d changed her mind.


He was annoyed at how relieved he felt when she said, “How’s this?”


“Fine by me.” He swung the quilt out from under his arm in a furling movement that opened it so it spread out before it hit the ground.


She dropped to her knees on the quilt and straightened the two corners closest to her. He dropped to his knees on the other side but reached for her, rather than the quilt, sliding an arm around her waist and pulling her close, feeling the infinite softness of her breasts—God help him, the real thing—pillowed against his chest.


He felt her body stiffen as his arms closed around her, and he lifted her chin with one finger to search her face in the moonlight. She looked vulnerable. And anxious.


For a single instant, he considered releasing her. But she closed her eyes, shutting out the look of innocence, and he lowered his head and found her mouth with his.


He expected resistance, but she welcomed the intrusion of his tongue and sucked on it as her body surged against his. Her hands knocked off his Stetson and sieved into his hair, holding his head against her mouth as they feasted on one another.


He yanked her lacy top up over her head, swearing at even that momentary break in contact with her mouth, then latched on again as he reached behind her for the clasp on her plain white bra, pulling it down off her arms and throwing it away before his hand cupped one large, creamy orb.


She gasped at his touch in the midst of unsnapping his Western-cut shirt and shoving the soft cotton off his shoulders with hungry hands that sought out his flesh. He reached for her belt, and she wasn’t far behind him, undoing his belt buckle, then grabbing for the snap and zipper on his jeans, which sounded loud in the quiet of the night, broken only by his heavy breathing and hers.


“Dammit!” Breed wanted more movement than he could get with his jeans around his hips. He abruptly let go of her to sit back and yank off his boots. He looked up and caught her grinning at him as she yanked off her boots at the same time, then lifted her hips to scoot out of her jeans, slipping off barely-there white lace panties.


She was naked before he was and launched herself at him with a laugh, pinning him beneath her as he toed off the last of his clothes. He grinned up at her, and the instant his feet were free, rolled her beneath him, settling himself between her thighs and feeling her legs wrap possessively around him.


Which was when he remembered the condom he’d stuck in his jeans pocket. His jeans that were clear the hell on the other side of the quilt. Time enough to retrieve it later. He had more important things to do right now. Like enjoy her mouth. And her long, elegant throat. Her ears with the tiny sapphire studs. Her milk-white breasts with their rosebud tips.


She writhed under him as he took pleasure in tasting her satiny, salty flesh and moaned as she arched her body, pushing her hips against his in a demand for more.


He rolled her on top of him, edging them closer to his jeans and giving her the freedom to move as she sat up, straddling his hips. She scooted back and grabbed on to his erection, smiling slyly as she used her hands to good effect, and then her mouth, making him groan with the exquisite pleasure of what she was doing.


He caught her by the shoulders, knowing that he was losing control and wanting to put himself inside her—but not without a condom. He didn’t intend to have a child of his out there somewhere without a father. He knew too well what that was like. He rolled aside to grab for his jeans, found the condom, and tore open the package with his teeth.


And realized he’d torn the rubber, making it useless. “Shit! Have you got a—”


“I’m protected,” she said.


Before he could stop her, she slid onto his body, sheathing him in a move so deft that they were joined before he realized what she’d done. He grasped her hips to disengage them, but she began to move in an age-old rhythm that made him groan with the sheer pleasure of feeling, for the very first time in his life, his bare flesh sheathed by female flesh.


She leaned down and joined their mouths, and he was caught in a cocoon of sensation, with the flowery smell of her hair draped over his shoulders and chest, the lime and tequila taste of her mouth, and the exquisite feel of her warm, wet body surrounding him, squeezing him, torturing him with delight.


She brought him to the brink again, but he wasn’t ready to end it so quickly, so he pulled her under him. He looked down on her closed eyes, her languid, shivering body. She moaned and lifted her hips, tightening her legs around him, and he felt himself harden and pulse within her.


He gritted his teeth to delay his climax. He wanted more. He was determined to have more.


She opened her eyes and looked up at him.


He drowned in those dark, limpid pools as he sank into her, thrusting once and feeling her response, thrusting again and feeling her exquisite resistance. Her eyes were focused on his, daring and demanding.


He met her dare. And acquiesced to her demand.


He pressed his mouth fiercely against her throat, finding soft flesh and sucking hard. He growled when he felt her teeth sink into his shoulder. Then he felt her body spasm and uttered a harsh, guttural cry, arching his back with an ecstasy that verged on pain, as he spilled his seed.


As he slid off of her onto his back, staring up at the leaves above them and the moon beyond that, he heard only his own bellowing lungs and her gasping breaths beside him.


At last she sighed and turned on her side to face him, raising herself on her elbow and perching her head on one hand, so she could look down at him.


He slid one hand under his head and turned his face to observe her. He hadn’t forgotten about the reckoning. She wanted something from him. A favor. He was about to find out the price she’d set on the use of her body.


Whatever it was, it had been worth it.


She cleared her throat and said, “How’s it goin’, cowboy?” Her voice was raspy when she spoke, giving him that same impression of having his body stroked. He felt himself quiver, like a stallion presented with a mare in heat.


He wouldn’t have believed he could be aroused again so soon, but his body was knotted with unbearable tension and he felt a blind craving, an unquenchable need to plunge himself into her again. It hadn’t taken much on her part to incite him. A few husky words. A look of invitation. He could see from the satisfied look on her face that she knew the effect she was having on him.


Breed didn’t like feeling manipulated, especially when he wasn’t sure what else she was going to ask for, now that she’d given him what he’d wanted—and gotten him to forgo the condom he never forgot to use. He sat up and brusquely demanded, “What is it you want? What favor is it I owe you now?”


He held his breath as he waited for her answer, certain he wasn’t going to like it one damn bit.


Instead of answering, she sat up, her back to him as she reached for the clothes she’d strewn across the quilt.


“Well?” He grabbed his own clothes and began dragging them on, staring at the smooth, graceful line of her back. Waiting. Wondering.


“What is it you want?”


She looked at him over her shoulder and said, “When the time comes that I need your help, cowboy, I’ll be in touch.”
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Grace Caldwell had come into Digger’s tonight because she’d discovered that FBI Supervisory Special Agent Breed Grayhawk sometimes stopped at the bar to wind down on Friday nights. She’d wanted to see what he looked like, maybe even strike up an acquaintance. She hadn’t intended to have sex with him. She still couldn’t believe she had.


Her few previous experiments with sex had been rushed, because she and Clete had been afraid of getting caught. But Clete had known what he was doing, and she’d both liked him and been curious, so the sex had been pleasant. But nothing like this.


Tonight had been…transcendent.


Which wasn’t at all what she’d intended to achieve by seducing a stranger. Still, she’d gotten exactly what she’d wanted from the experience. Now the lawman owed her a favor.


Considering how she’d spent the past year, she was going to need it.


Breed was swearing violently and creatively under his breath. “You’ll be in touch?” he said, zipping up and snapping his jeans, then buckling his belt in jerky movements.


“If you give me a number, I’ll be in touch.”


“What if I don’t want to give you my number?” he retorted. “What if I never want to see you again?”


She slipped into her underwear and jeans, which were still lumped together on the edge of the quilt. “You agreed to do me a favor,” she reminded him.


“I didn’t know what the hell you had in mind, or I never would have—”


“You could have asked what I wanted.”


“I thought you wanted a potload of money,” he shot back.


“You were wrong.” She sat down to pull on her socks and boots as she watched him put his own on standing up, hopping on one foot, and then the other. “Are you afraid I’ll ask you to do something illegal? Or immoral?”


He glared at her, but she didn’t ease his mind by telling him what she wanted or reassuring him that she didn’t intend any such thing. The truth was, she didn’t know yet what she might need from him.


He picked up his black felt Stetson from the grass and slapped it against his jeans. “Why me?” he said, tugging his hat down tight and low on his forehead.


She wondered how he would feel if he knew she’d stalked him. Plotted to meet him. Seduced him. What she said was, “You have compelling eyes.”


He snorted and rolled his eyes, which looked frustrated, angry, and disgusted.


What Grace really thought was that he’d looked lonely sitting at the bar, but she didn’t think he wanted to hear that. And that she planned to use him to find out more about his boss, FBI Assistant Special Agent in Charge Vincent Harkness. And she was sure he didn’t want to hear that.


“Who are you?” he said. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?”


She scooped up the quilt and looked at him significantly until he stepped off of it, so she could gather the rest of it up in her arms. “My name is Grace. And you’ve agreed to help out a woman in need.”


“How can I reach you?” he said.


“You can’t. I don’t have a phone.” She expected him to question that statement, but to her surprise, he didn’t.


“I’m just supposed to wait around until you call me and start making demands?” he said irritably.


“Unless you intend to renege on your promise.”


“Look, lady—”


“I think we’ve finished our business.” She slung the quilt over her arm and started back toward the parking lot.


He grabbed her arm so she was forced to turn around. She lifted her chin and sneered at his hold on her until he let go. She found herself facing a man whose temper was tightly leashed, his hands fisted at his sides, his jaw clenched.


Grace stood her ground, refusing to cower. She wasn’t a child anymore. She’d promised herself she would never again be a helpless victim of someone larger and stronger. If this feral male tried to strike her, he might find himself facing a wildcat with claws.


“Tell me what you want from me. Right here. Right now.”


She felt a shiver run down her spine at the ferocity of his voice, the danger in his eyes. “I don’t need a single thing from you right now.”


She tensed, ready to defend herself. It soon became apparent that, even though he may have had the urge to grab hold and shake her within an inch of her life, he wasn’t going to give in to it. She wondered if he would keep his word to help her if—when—the time came that she needed him. “May I go now?”


“Tell me how to reach you.”


“There’s no need for you to contact me,” she said, hurrying to get to her car, anxious now to escape. “Don’t waste your time trying.”


“There’s nowhere in Texas—nowhere on earth—you could hide from me if I wanted to find you.”


“I thought you never wanted to see me again,” she said with the hint of a smile.


“I don’t like games,” he said through tight jaws.


She opened the driver’s-side door, threw the quilt across to the passenger’s seat, and said, “Then you shouldn’t have agreed to play.”


He caught her arm again and said, “Do you really intend to drive, as much as you’ve had to drink?”


Grace hadn’t considered how drunk she was. Which was the problem with drinking so much. You weren’t really thinking straight afterward. Witness her spur-of-the-moment decision to have sex with a virtual stranger, a lawman who was now arguing with her over whether she ought to be drinking and driving.


The reason she’d been drinking—celebrating—came to mind. She was so close to her goal. So close to finding out answers that had eluded her for a very long, very difficult year.


“I’ll give you a ride home,” Breed said, taking her arm and leading her toward an enormous dark blue pickup, the bed of which seemed to be full of building supplies, which were partially covered by a tarp.


“I’ll stay at the bar until I sober up,” Grace replied, trying to pull free.


“I’ll take you home,” he insisted.


She wasn’t about to let Special Agent Breed Grayhawk get anywhere near where she lived in Austin. When she left here she planned to disappear. He wouldn’t be hearing from her again until she needed his help. “Let go!” she cried, struggling to break free.


“Hey, you there! Let go of the lady!”


Grace blessed the Code of the West, which required a cowboy to come to the aid of any female in trouble. Three large men who’d just left the bar were headed in their direction. “Help!” she called.


“Please, help me!”


Maybe this wasn’t her best moment, Grace thought, as Breed shot her a dark look. What she was doing wasn’t quite honest, but she was willing to use her wits to win free. She saw rescue in three sets of brawny shoulders and tough, bearded faces.


Breed was still holding on to her arm when the three men arrayed themselves across from them. The one on the left said, “Let go of the lady.”


“This is a private argument, gents,” Breed said.


“You want us to leave, ma’am?” the one on the right said.


“I want to go home,” Grace said, “and this man—”


“Sweetheart, you know I can’t let you drink and drive,” Breed said.


The three big men exchanged glances. The one in the middle said, “Is this your man, ma’am?”


“He is not!” Grace said.


“I saw her at the bar with him,” the one on the right said. “She was pourin’ down the shots.”


“We are not together,” Grace protested.


“Seems like you are now, ma’am,” the one on the left said.


“Are you going to help me or not?” she said.


Breed bared his teeth in a grim smile and said, “Honey, you don’t want these three fellows to pound on the man who’s pledged to help you through thick and thin, do you?”


“Yes, I do!” Grace said, then realized how her response might sound to the three cowboys. She turned to them and said, “I am not his honey!”


The three brawny men glanced at one another. One smiled. Another chuckled.


“You got yourself a feisty little filly there,” the one on the left said.


“Glad it’s you and not me,” the one on the right said.


“Time to get home to my wife,” the one in the middle said. “She’ll have my hide for being out so late.”


As the three men separated and headed for their trucks, Grace glared at Breed. “You’re not driving me anywhere.”


“How about if I follow you, then? To be sure you get home safe.”


Grace figured that was the best deal she was going to get. So she took it. “Fine.” She stared down at his hand where it secured her elbow, and he let go. She took the few steps to her car as fast as she could walk—she refused to run like a scared rabbit—and saw that he was getting into his pickup as she started her engine.


Once she was behind the wheel, Grace realized she had no business being there. Driving while intoxicated was no joke. She drove the speed limit with both hands on the wheel and made herself focus, as well as an inebriated person could, on the empty road in front of her and the persistent headlights behind.


It took almost an hour to get back to Austin, which gave Grace plenty of time to figure out how she was going to lose her unwelcome tail. She couldn’t simply pick an address. Special Agent Grayhawk would probably insist on seeing her inside the house. The best choice was to head for one of the big dorms on campus, where he’d be unlikely to follow her.


Grace had a friend who lived in Jester East, so that was where she decided to go. She parked in a tow-away zone, gambling that she’d be gone before a campus cop came around.


Breed pulled his pickup in behind her and got out. “Won’t you get towed parking there?”


The man was too damned observant. “They usually stop towing at midnight,” she prevaricated. “I’ll be gone tomorrow before they’re out hunting down violators.”


He frowned but didn’t dispute her. “What’s your last name, Grace?”


She wasn’t sure whether to give him no name or a false one. She decided on the latter. “Smith.”


“Let me see your ID,” he said, putting out a palm.


Too obviously false, she realized. “Good night, Breed,” she said, turning and heading for the stairs up to the dorm. The lights there beckoned like salvation. She didn’t have an access key for the dorm, so she timed her arrival at the door just right, so she could tailgate inside with a group of students, one of whom opened the door for everyone else heading inside.


“I’ll be in touch,” Breed called after her.


She heard the threat in his simple statement. She didn’t think he could find her, not with all the precautions she’d taken with her new identity. But it was worrisome to wonder what he might do when he realized she could not, in fact, be found.


Grace glanced over her shoulder one last time at the man she’d allowed inside her body. He looked tall and strong and ruggedly handsome. She couldn’t regret what she’d done. Sacrifices had to be made for the greater good. She couldn’t help it if he happened to be one of them.


Once inside, Grace ducked into the stairwell, in case Breed came into the lobby. She waited there, peering out through a crack in the door. A moment later, Special Agent Grayhawk tailgated inside with another group of students. He looked around, then checked the elevator to see which floors it was headed to. While he watched, the elevator stopped at the fifth, sixth, and tenth floors.


Which ought to leave him guessing where she’d ended up.


Grace waited for the lawman to leave the building, which he did within the next minute, then stood out of sight near the front door until she saw his truck leave. She waited another ten minutes after that, watching to make sure no campus cop showed up to tow her car, to ensure he was good and gone.


Even so, Grace was nervous—make that even more nervous than usual—when she headed back outside. She searched the shadows to see where Breed might be hiding. She jumped when she heard a small branch break off and fall to the sidewalk and shivered when the breeze hit the sweat on her nape.


But she didn’t have the luxury of giving in to her fears. Grace got into her car, buckled her seat belt, and started the engine. She had a house to burgle tonight.
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Grace Caldwell had been careful over the past year to live in the shadows. She’d never had an easy life, but it was better now than it had ever been when she was Merle Raye Finkel. That naive, battered thirteen-year-old girl had been accused, tried, and convicted of the horrific double murder of her father and stepmother.


Merle Raye had felt a dark thrill of pleasure when she heard—from the cops who’d arrested her for the crime—that her father was dead. And been devastated when she learned that her stepmother had died along with him. Anyone who knew her, and it was her own fault nobody really did, would have known that she revered her stepmother, and that she would never have done anything to hurt Allie.


Unfortunately, Merle Raye had made no secret of the fact that she detested her father. It had been mere coincidence that the day her father and stepmother had been shot to death with her father’s service weapon, her father had beaten Merle Raye badly enough that she’d finally gotten the courage to run away again.


When she’d been caught, she’d been wearing sunglasses to cover a black eye and had wrapped a scarf around her face to cover her puffy lip where it was split. Her mussed black hair had hidden the large knot on her head, and her cracked ribs and the belt-buckle wounds on her back were covered by several layers of clothes. She’d put her wrist in a sling, knowing the injury was more than a sprain but afraid of the questions that would be asked if she tried to have it treated at a clinic.


She was sitting in the back of a Greyhound bus headed to Phoenix when the police intercepted her in El Paso, believing her to have taken flight after murdering her father and stepmother.


The .45 caliber Glock 30 she’d supposedly used to kill her parents was never found. However, several years earlier, her father had used his Glock to kill a felon in the line of duty, and Austin PD records for that incident had been matched to the bullets recovered from her parents’ bodies, confirming that Big Mike Finkel had been killed with his own gun.


Because of the heinous nature of her crimes, the State of Texas had wanted to put Merle Raye Finkel behind bars for the next forty years, something allowed by new Texas laws on determinate sentencing for juveniles, who were moved to an adult prison when they turned twenty-one to serve out the rest of their life sentences.


Nana Glory had hired one of the best criminal attorneys in the state to argue that Merle Raye had been acting in self-defense, and that her stepmother’s death had been incidental and accidental, since it appeared a stray bullet aimed at Big Mike had killed Allie.


Nana Glory had sworn that she believed Merle Raye when she’d protested her innocence. But the defense attorney had convinced her grandmother that Merle Raye should admit to the murders, plead self-defense, and ask for mercy from the court, since the circumstantial evidence against her was overwhelming.


So she had.


Merle Raye’s cracked ribs, belt-buckle scabs, black eye, and broken wrist had gone a long way in convincing the judge that she’d been a battered victim, not a cold-blooded killer. So she’d been tried—but convicted, of course—as a juvenile offender.


Merle Raye Finkel had spent the next eight years, from age thirteen to twenty-one, in the Texas Youth Commission’s high restriction facility at Giddings, barely an hour east of Austin. Giddings had locks on the doors and strict rules and more violence inside than she’d ever experienced in all her years as an abused child on the outside.


At Giddings, Merle Raye Finkel had shed her chrysalis and become a new person, Grace Elizabeth Caldwell. The name had been the easy part. She’d always wanted to be called Grace. To her, the name sounded elegant and quiet and serene. Elizabeth was for a girl she’d met in juvie who’d saved her life—at the cost of her own. Grace had figured she owed Lizzie that much. Caldwell was from the phone book. She’d opened the book, put her finger on a name, and taken it for her own.


Merle Raye Finkel’s eight years inside hadn’t been wasted on Grace Elizabeth Caldwell. Merle Raye had absorbed a great deal about how the criminal mind worked by listening to her father, the homicide detective. At Giddings, Grace had learned how to be a criminal.


Juvie had been a school of hard knocks, and Merle Raye had graduated with honors. She’d learned all there was to know about lying, stealing, intimidation, handmade weapons, picking locks, boosting cars, and faking identities. Most important of all, she’d learned patience. How to wait for what she wanted.


Grace Elizabeth Caldwell had come out of Giddings with a mission: to find the son of a bitch who’d killed her beloved stepmother and framed her for a double murder—and make him pay. She hadn’t yet decided the form her vengeance would take. That could wait until she found the bastard.


Unfortunately, Nana Glory, the only person left on this earth to whom Grace was attached, had died a year before Merle Raye’s sentence was completed. But Nana Glory had bequeathed Merle Raye an amazing gift.


In her grandmother’s will, which Grace had received a copy of when she turned twenty-one and was released from juvie, Nana Glory had written: “I’m leaving this money to help you in your search for the man who killed Allie and that mean son of a bitch who was your father. I know how much you loved Allie, and how much she loved you—as though you were her very own daughter.


“The fact Allie didn’t have a mark on her, while you’d been beaten black-and-blue, makes me certain your stepmother must have come home after you’d gone. Otherwise, Allie would have put her body between you and your father, as she always did.”


Grace would have cried then, if she could. But she’d gotten out of the habit in juvie, and her tear ducts no longer seemed to be working. She’d fought the lump forming in her throat and the physical ache in her chest. Feelings made you vulnerable. Feelings could get you killed.


It was the clue left in her grandmother’s will that had set Grace on the path to finding the man who’d set her up.


“Allie told me your father had some big case he was working, something that was finally going to get him noticed, get him a medal, get him promoted. He wasn’t going to share the glory with his partner. He was doing it all on his own. All I can think is that it must have gone bad.”


That was the only help Nana Glory had offered. That and the $3,575,432.31 she’d left to her “beloved granddaughter Merle Raye Finkel” in her will. Nana Glory’s gift—once it was deposited, with the help of an attorney, in an untraceable offshore account—gave her the financial wherewithal to search for the person her father had been tracking down. The person who’d apparently turned on him and become the hunter, rather than the prey.


Instead of reporting to the adult parole officer who’d been assigned to her by the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, Grace Elizabeth Caldwell had created false ID to back up her new identity, then carefully killed and buried all traces of Merle Raye Finkel. She didn’t want the real murderer to be able to find her once he realized she was looking for him.


Grace had started her search almost a year ago with the papers and notes her father had left behind, which she’d stolen out of storage. That had been a dead end. She’d then used newspapers to find out who’d been murdered in Austin in the two years before her father’s death, and which of those crimes had been solved and by which police officers. By process of elimination, she’d come up with five unsolved murders that her father had been investigating at the time of his death.


Over the past year, Grace had posed as a UT student by day. And become a thief by night.


Her first break-in had been at the home of her father’s partner, Merle Hogart. It turned out Merle drank every bit as much as her father had when he came home at night. And left his work papers at the office.
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