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 Chapter
One

Lightning lanced through the darkness,
turning the heavy rain to a fleeting glitter of diamonds falling to
the pavement of 16th Street.

Mitzi Reardon and a woman she knew only as
“Babs” huddled together in the doorway of a closed barber shop,
clutching light jackets close around their bodies.

Babs shuddered when the thunder rolled above
them in waves of sound, and bounced off the tall buildings of the
Central Business District just a few blocks away. The late
September rainstorm had driven most of Denver’s nightlife
indoors.

“I’m freezing,” Babs muttered. “No johnnies
are gonna come out in this. I’m going home. You staying?”

Mitzi wrapped her arms tighter around
herself. “I’d love to go, but I’m under orders.” She rolled her
eyes at the older woman. “Vic gets awful pissed if I come in
without his say so.”

“Suit yourself.” Babs moved to leave the
doorway.

“Can I get a smoke off you before you go?”
Mitzi asked, fumbling in her pocket for her lighter.

“I thought you were quitting?”

“I thought so, too. I just need it to keep
warm.”

“They don’t call it cold turkey for nothin’,”
Babs said, reaching inside the little purse hanging over her
shoulder.

Mitzi’s fingers were so cold that she dropped
her lighter as she pulled it out of her pocket. She bent down to
pick it up, when she heard a puzzling, wet, smacking sound, then
Babs fell against her.

Stumbling back into the corner of the
doorway, she caught Babs, realizing that the last crashing roar of
sound had not been thunder. In a flash of lightning, she saw blood
blossoming from three bullet wounds in a tight group, dead center
in the other woman’s chest. Weighed down by shock along with the
other woman’s body, Mitzi sank to her knees.

“Jesus.” The word was scarcely more than a
burbling prayer whispered from Babs’ lips, then blood poured from
between them, and Mitzi knew she was dead.

Scanning up and down the street, all she
could see were dark storefronts and rain. Somebody was out
there—someone who hadn’t been aiming at Babs. If Mitzi hadn’t moved
just then, she would be the one with three bullets in her.

The tiny .22 caliber Sig Sauer Mosquito felt
cold in her hand as she pulled it out of her purse holster and
clicked the safety lever off. Without sparing another glance at the
lifeless body beside her, she pushed it off her legs and moved into
a crouch.

When she fell she must have moved out of the
shooter's field of fire, but he would be moving by now. As she ran
through her options, she racked a cartridge into the chamber. The
Mosquito was her backup weapon, chosen for the way it fit so nicely
in the tiny clutch purse. She wished she had the firepower of her
police issue Glock 17 9mm with her.

And where on earth was Justin? Her partner
was supposed to be watching out for her. This part of town was too
dangerous to be on the job alone.

Mitzi took a chance and peeked around the
corner of the building. Two men were in the street, surprisingly
close and walking toward her with slow, measured steps. Another
flash of lightning identified one of the men. She gasped in
surprise, nearly calling out to him. In that same instant he saw
her, smiled, and raised his pistol.

Mitzi ducked back behind the wall, and her
gaze flew to the door behind her. Raising her own weapon, she shot
the glass to break it, then kicked it away so she could run inside.
She didn't pause as she ran through the barber shop, dodging the
chairs, and through the back office to the emergency exit.

She burst into the alley and ran to the left,
trying to shield her eyes from the blinding rain and praying her
blasted high heel boots wouldn’t trip her up. A dozen yards later a
thin line of light caught her eye, and she skidded to a stop. A
door stood slightly ajar.

⋆⋆⋆

“I dunno, John. I thought it was a good idea
coming here.”

“Must be the weather keeping folks home
tonight, Blue.” The bartender leaned against the counter and
glanced out the window as another bolt of lightning flashed. “That
and it’s Tuesday night.”

Blue Thomas shook his head woefully. “I mean
the city. I haven’t had much luck getting a permanent job.”

“You’ve had better luck than I figured with
your method, but I guess there's just not much call for a hulking,
corn-fed redneck like yourself.”

Blue chuckled into his beer glass. “Me? A
redneck? You don’t mean like that comedian fellow makes us out to
be, do you?”

“Nah, that stereotyped attitude is missing,
but you certainly are a poster boy for the hardworking American.”
John reached across the bar and rubbed a fist over the cowboy's
blond crew cut. “As for corn-fed, anyone who has sat with you night
after night can vouch for that.”

Blue laughed. “Hey, I resemble that remark.”
He put his elbow on the bar and flexed his arm until the muscles
bulged and blue veins stood out. “How’s that for hulking?”

“Say, if you can crack peanuts like that, you
could entertain a lot of girls.” John gave him a lopsided grin and
flipped long bangs back out of his eyes.

Blue was about to reply, but something on the
TV behind John caught his attention. It was a breaking news story,
with a picture of a pretty young girl and the word ABDUCTED?
in bold letters across the bottom of the screen. “Turn it up, would
you, John?”

The bartender grabbed the remote and turned
the volume up so they could hear the solemn newscaster’s voice.

“...and hasn’t been seen since. Leigh Ann
Wharton is twelve years old, and the FBI agent in charge believes
she’s at considerable risk of harm. Her mother, Mayor Suzanne
Wharton, is offering a reward of twenty-five thousand dollars to
anyone who assists in her daughter’s safe return. Again, Leigh Ann
was last seen yesterday afternoon outside her school in Cherry
Hills, getting on a city bus headed for downtown....”

“I think I saw that girl earlier,” Blue
mused. “Where was I?”

“Oh sure, there’s a good way to come up with
a lot of cash quick. You sure it’s not just the reward you’re
thinking of?”

“No, seriously, she caught my attention. I
remember thinking she looked an awful lot like my niece. Where the
heck was I?”

John’s next comment was cut short when the
door behind him burst open, and a pretty little brunette came
through from the back room, looked at both of them, and rushed
around the counter.

The two men glanced at each other, then back
at her. Rounding the end of the bar, she stopped beside Blue,
glancing over her shoulder the way she'd come. He looked her over,
noting first the skimpy outfit wrapped around some serious curves,
and second, her water level. She was drenched to the skin, water
dripping from her in rivulets to soak into the worn carpet.

The fierce concentration in her brown eyes
and tightly knitted brows, framed by her round face, snagged his
attention. Her full lips pressed into a thin line as she seemed to
take his measure, as well.

He was about to say hello when she clutched
his shoulder.

“I’m cold. Can I borrow your coat?” She
didn’t wait for an answer, just pulled his long, oilskin duster off
the barstool beside him and dragged it on. She bunched up her
shoulder length, curly, brown hair and piled it on top of her head,
then picked his cowboy hat up off the bar and put it on.

She flashed him a crooked smile that did not
reach her earnest eyes. “How do I look?”

“You’re an aggressive little thing, aren’t
you?” John said.

Blue couldn’t believe this approach. He was
about to comment that he wasn’t interested in a “date” when she
spun him around and pulled him against her. He had only a moment to
throw a startled look at John before she pressed her lips against
his, leaning back without letting go of his shirt.

Off balance, he stepped forward and caught
her to keep from falling over on top of her. He opened his mouth to
protest, and she thrust her tongue between his lips, shocking him
silent.

A sound from somewhere behind the bar caught
his attention—a rattle of bottles and an exclamation from John.
Before he could turn, her brown-eyed gaze locked onto his with a
startling intensity, daring him to let go. Then she closed her eyes
and reached around his shoulder with her right arm.

She was holding him tighter than he would
have expected a woman her size could, and he couldn’t do anything
without fear of hurting her. So he held on and let himself enjoy
the kiss. After all, it was only a kiss—how was he supposed
to resist?

He inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of her
wet hair and clothes mixed with the faint oily smell of his coat as
he tightened his grip around her. She relaxed her hold a fraction,
and her body molded against his. Ready to challenge her tongue, he
drew her even closer to him, but she broke away, reaching up to
remove the hat that had been knocked back on its perch.

She glanced at John as she laid the cowboy
hat on the bar. “Thanks,” she said to the bartender and slumped
onto a stool. “I owe you.”

“You can pay me back by getting out of my
bar,” John replied, and Blue gave him a startled look.

“She’s just having fun,” Blue protested,
turning back to see her slipping out of his coat. The black leather
jacket she wore beneath it barely covered a tiny black cut-off
skirt and artfully tattered tank top that clung to her curves. He
averted his eyes before he looked any closer and embarrassed
himself.

The bartender shook his head at her. “I got
no problem with the likes of you, but I don’t want any trouble in
here.”

“Did I miss something?” Blue noticed she was
shaking, and her face had turned very pale.

“No,” she said, at the same time John said,
“Yes.”

“I won’t be here long,” she continued,
nodding at John. “Just give me a few minutes.”

Blue frowned at John. “Can’t you see she’s
cold? Give her a shot of whiskey, on me.”

“Blue,” John warned. “She don’t need it.”

“Really, I can’t,” she agreed. The front door
swung open and she jumped, but it was only a gust of wind. With a
resolute frown, she pulled her coat tighter and started to leave,
but Blue snagged her arm.

“Can I give you a ride?” he asked. When she
didn’t answer right away, he added, “Just a ride. To your
place.”

She gave him a long, measured look, then
nodded. “Not my place, though. Yours.”

“I didn’t mean....” he began.

“I don’t mean that either,” she said briskly,
handing him his coat. “I need a place to go.”

Blue dug a wrinkled ten-dollar bill out of
his pocket and put it on the bar to cover his tab.

“You be careful you don’t get messed up in
her trouble, Blue.” John waggled his finger at his friend. “She’s a
corpse waiting to happen.”

Blue stilled in the act of settling his coat,
then pulled his Stetson onto his head with a practiced flip. He
tugged briefly on the brim in John’s direction. “All the more
reason to make sure she’s safe.”

The woman was waiting at the door, peering
cautiously outside as he approached. Blue began to realize she
really was in some kind of trouble as she impatiently waved him
closer.

“Where’s your car?” she asked.

“Around the corner,” he answered. “Here.”

⋆⋆⋆

Mitzi looked to see the cowboy holding his
coat open, inviting her to step under it. “I’m all right,” she
demurred.

“You’re wet enough,” he said. “Walk with me
under here and you won’t get worse.”

She almost protested, then realized she might
be less conspicuous outside if she accepted his offer. She stepped
under his proffered arm and stretched one arm across his waist to
latch onto his belt, the other pulled his coat close around her. He
was so much taller than her that she fit right under his arm, and
his coat formed a tent above her. Most important to her at the
moment was the fact that he was warm, and big enough to offer real
protection against the danger she was in—though it went against all
her training to involve him.

In the moment before they moved, she studied
his face again. Lightly tanned skin, high cheekbones, strong chin,
straight nose. Fair-colored brows slightly furrowed above curious
brown eyes that softened his otherwise angular face. His mild,
vaguely bemused expression suggested she had nothing to worry
about, from him.

Stepping out the door into the pouring rain,
he guided her to the right. There was no one on the street outside
the 8-Ball Tavern, and she breathed a sigh of relief before urging
the man along. He looked down at her from beneath his cowboy hat
and walked faster.

Lord, he’s a monster, she thought. He
seemed pretty clueless about what was going on though. She figured
he must be one of those more-brawn-than-brains football lineman
types, which was just as well. He wouldn’t ask questions, and she
could go on her way in the morning without worrying that he would
get in trouble on her account.

A man in a gray raincoat rounded the corner,
looking the other way, and bumped into them. Mitzi thought he
looked like the man she hadn’t recognized at the murder scene.

“Pardon us, mister,” the cowboy whom the
bartender had called Blue said, turning her aside to pass him. She
tried not to physically shrink away.

The man grabbed her escort’s arm, and Blue
turned.

Mitzi peered out from inside the coat as the
man sized Blue up, then glanced at her.

“She all right?”

She tightened her arm around his waist, and
Blue nodded slowly, spoke even slower. “My sister’s just a little
drunk. I gotta take her home to Daddy or he’ll skin me alive.”

The man gave her another glance, then nodded.
“Better take care of her, then.” His tone dripped with sarcasm that
the cowboy didn’t even acknowledge.

“You can be sure, mister.”

The two of them walked around the corner and
Mitzi found it hard to stand on her own two feet, much less walk.
When she stumbled, Blue scooped her up as easily as she might pick
up a bag of Mr. Tuggles’ cat food and carried her to a beat-up
brown Dodge pickup.

Without setting her down, Blue pulled the
passenger door open and set her inside. He peered at her briefly
from under the brim of his hat, a small worried frown turning thin
lips down. Then he withdrew and closed the door, shutting her
inside while the rain poured down like bullets on the metal of the
truck.

Shivering, she reached over to unlock his
door only to discover it wasn’t locked.

He opened the driver’s door and slid onto the
seat, glancing at her as he closed the door. Without a word, he
turned the engine over and started driving away. She slumped down
in the seat so she couldn’t be seen from outside and looked up to
see him adjusting the heater setting.

“Is that your real name? Blue?”

He nodded without taking his eyes from the
road. The wipers flashed across the windshield to sweep away the
heavy rain.

“Where’re you from, Blue?”

“Kansas, ma’am. Close by Syracuse.”

“Well, thank you for doing this for me.” The
truck had picked up speed after making a few turns, and she figured
they were far enough away that she could sit up. It was nearly
impossible to tell where they were, though judging by the
increasing hills they were heading west, away from Mile High
Stadium. “How well do you know Denver?”

“Not very. I’ve only been here a couple
weeks.” He squinted out the window, searching for street signs.

“Do you know where we are?”

“Well now, I think I missed my turn a ways
back.”

Headlights appeared in the darkness behind
them, and Mitzi turned to look out the back window. The car was
coming fast, and she let out a creative oath.

“Faster, Blue.”

“I need to turn around,” he said.

“Do it later.”

“But....”

“I’ll find our way to your place. Right now,
I want you to lose the car that’s behind us.” She put as much
authority in her voice as she could and hoped he would do as she
instructed.

Before he could say anything, the car behind
them turned on police lights and flashed headlights to signal him
to pull over.

“It’s the police,” he said in surprise,
starting to pull over.

She jerked the wheel back, sending the truck
lurching away from the curb. “Don’t stop. Lose them.”

“Listen, I don’t have license plates. They’re
after me.”

“No, Blue! If you pull over, I’m dead. Do you
understand?” She tried to push her foot down on the
accelerator.

“Come on. They don’t shoot hookers on sight.
Just let me....”

The unmarked police car behind them bumped
them lightly, and Blue gently but inexorably pushed her away from
the driver’s side of the truck and pulled over under a street
light. “Just sit tight,” he told her. “Nothing’s going to happen to
you.”

“Blue!” she struggled against his restraining
hand, but she could only move away from him—she couldn’t make him
drive away.

Behind them, the passenger side of the police
car opened up, and a man in a raincoat stepped out. She struggled
harder as she recognized the man they’d bumped into. Instead of
heading to Blue’s door, he headed for her side of the truck.

“Please,” she said, frantic. “He’ll kill
me!”


 Chapter
Two

Blue frowned, wondering at his passenger’s
fear. She was just a hooker, and he was pretty sure the police
didn’t go around shooting hookers, even in the city. But it did
seem strange that they would come to her side of the truck, and now
this man had his gun out.

“Step out of the vehicle,” the man said, his
voice barely carrying to Blue over the noise of the rain. He stood
just outside her window with the gun out, but pointed in the
air.

“I want to see your credentials,” she said,
without rolling down the window.

“Get out,” he responded. Blue was surprised
the man didn’t produce his badge.

“Your badge!” she countered, raising her
voice.

“Get out!” he barked.

She put her hands up, then turned in the seat
to reach for the door handle, moving very slowly. Blue let out his
breath in relief, glad she was cooperating. The man outside the
door grinned and stepped back to allow the door to open. As she
cracked the door he lowered his gun and reached for the handle.

“You thought you could get away,” he said
smugly.

“Get ready,” Mitzi said, more to herself than
to Blue, then she pushed the door open sharply with her left hand,
so that the door frame struck the man’s gun hand. At the same time
she cocked her right fist back and jabbed the man square in the
nose. The blow rocked him backward, and he staggered away from the
truck.

Realizing she was about to jump out, Blue
grabbed Mitzi’s arm and hauled her back, then slammed the truck
into drive and floored it, fish-tailing sideways on the wet
pavement. The door slammed shut, and they both ducked as bullets
struck first the side of the truck, then the back window of the
cab, passing through it to crack the glass of the windshield.

He took the first turn he found, then the
next, zigzagging away from the scene, putting as many buildings as
he could between them and the pursuing car.

“He’s not a cop, is he?” Blue shouted above
the roar of the engine, then leaned into a sharp right turn.

“No, he’s not,” she answered, hanging onto
the door handle.

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know. They’re still behind us.”

“Not for long,” Blue said, gunning the motor
up the hill in front of them. The engine howled in protest, and
Blue thought they might catch air as they crested the hill.

Once over the top, he jammed on the brakes
and turned the wheel to a sharp left, sliding around a corner. It
was a beautiful move, but he didn’t quite make it clean. They
clipped the curb hard enough to jar them both, then the pickup tore
off down the residential street. He took the next turn at nearly
the same speed, then another. Then he found what he was searching
for—an apartment complex with a large parking lot. He killed the
lights and pulled in to park in the fire lane, fitting snugly
between a car and another truck.

They both crouched in the seat, the woman
craning around so she could look in the side mirror for any cars
passing.

“How long should we wait?” he asked.

⋆⋆⋆

Mitzi glanced at him. “An hour, at least.
We’ll find out soon enough if we’re hidden well.” She paused,
straining her eyes at the darkness behind them. “Thank you. I was
going to try to get away on foot. Why’d you do that?”

“I dunno.” Blue shrugged. “Something about
the look on his face bothered me. He didn’t look professsional. He
looked more like one of the brawlers from the bar back home, like
someone who was spoiling for a fight.”

She was impressed by his intuitive deduction.
“Well, I’m glad you did.”

“What did I just get myself into?” It sounded
like he was beginning to regret helping her. “Was that man your
boss, or one of your, ah, customers?”

“I told you, I don’t know who he is, but I
know who he was with when Babs was killed.”

“Killed!?” Blue jerked himself upright, and
Mitzi dragged him back down. “You didn’t say anything about dead
people.”

She didn’t want to try and explain. “I don’t
know what all is going on. I need time to figure it out. But just
so you know, I’m not a whore.”

He was silent, and Mitzi hoped he would just
stay that way. Everything had happened so quickly, she didn’t know
what to make of it. Unfortunately, he didn’t stay quiet.

“You dress like a whore,” he said at last.
“I’m sorry if I’ve offended you.”

“It’s all right. Look, the less you know
about me, the better off you’ll be. I really should leave now, and
let you get on with your life.”

His laugh was not at all humorous. “No, you
look. Whoever you’re running from knows what I look like. I run
into them with or without you, and I’m in trouble. Our best bet is
to stick together, and go to the police before this gets any
further out of hand.”

“It’s already well out of hand, and we can’t
go to the police. At least I can’t.”

“You said someone is dead. We have to go to
the police.”

Mitzi twisted herself around to glare at him,
and found herself face to face with him. “Listen, Blue. There’s a
lot more going on here than one woman’s death. They’re trying to
kill me too, and I don’t know why. Babs’ death was an accident.
They were aiming at me, and until I know why, everyone is suspect.
That’s more than you should know, more than is safe for you to
know. Now shut up while we wait.”

But it was Mitzi who broke the silence a
couple minutes later as she fished her cell phone out of her purse,
realizing she hadn’t turned it off. That meant they could track
her. That may have been how they found her in Blue’s truck. She had
wanted to use her GPS app to find out where they were, but realized
she couldn’t risk it. She powered the phone off and took the
battery out.

“Do you have a smart phone, Blue?”

“A what?”

“A smart phone, like an iPhone or an Android?
Even a BlackBerry? You know, a cell phone?”

“Couldn’t say,” he answered. “My daddy gave
me a cell phone, but I don’t really know much about it.”

“Is it here?”

“Glove box.”

Mitzi reached out and opened the glove box in
the dash and felt around in the papers for a phone. What she came
up with was disappointing. “A TracFone?” she exclaimed.
“Really?”

“I guess. Can’t say I’ve used it more than
once or twice. Daddy wanted me to have it in case of an emergency,
but I’ve never seen the appeal of having one of those things
growing out of my hand.”

Not expecting much, Mitzi turned it on,
pretty sure the battery would be dead. The battery icon showed only
one bar after the phone had gone through its startup, and Mitzi
quickly reviewed the menu options. The Nokia flip-phone was several
generations removed from a true smart phone, and while it did have
a web browser, it didn’t have anything like a GPS. She sighed.

“We’re going to have to risk moving, Blue,”
she said. “I’m afraid they found me earlier by tracking my phone,
and I forgot to turn it off. They may know we’re here.”

“But do you know where ‘here’ is?”

“Get me to an intersection and I will.”

Blue sat up carefully, checking the mirrors
before starting the truck and backing out of the spot and onto the
street. At the corner he paused, and Mitzi peered out the window at
the street sign. “29th and Ingalls. Wheat Ridge. Where do you
live?”

“I’m renting a space in a trailer park just
off I-76 at Highway 287.”

“Not the Rustic Ranch?” she asked with a
laugh. Blue’s silence made her turn to look at him.

“What’s wrong with the Rustic Ranch?” he
asked.

“Nothing. It just...stands out. Turn left
here then. We’re not too far away. Drive slow, try not to attract
any attention.”

“So you live around here?”

“No.” Mitzi wasn’t going to tell him that she
had spent a lot of time during the three years between high school
and the Academy learning all the streets and neighborhoods in the
greater Denver area.

As part of her mental and physical training
regimen, she planned routes through the different neighborhoods and
ran them on her way to the boxing club. By the time she turned
twenty-one—old enough to apply to the Academy—she had effectively
run every single street in the city.

Her program provided excellent benefits for
both her interim boxing career and her future plans. She entered
the police force super fit, knowing she would never get lost and
embarrassed in front of her co-workers.

⋆⋆⋆

Blue turned the corner and drove down the
street, watching for more cars coming out of the woodwork to shoot
at them. He’d never expected to need in earnest the skills he’d
learned as a kid, racing his friends around the country roads
outside Syracuse. Turning corners on city streets was different
than driving the dirt roads around property lines, but the
experience he gained in Kansas had translated well enough.

“I think I bent a tie rod,” he said ruefully
as the truck wobbled uncertainly down the street. “I’m not used to
worrying about curbs.”

“You drive like that a lot?”

“Syracuse is a small town. Not much to do
after dark that’s productive. My friends and I get a little wild
sometimes.”

“Hmm.”

Blue frowned at the slightly disapproving
tone in her voice. It seemed funny that a prostitute would judge
someone for racing on country roads.

“I don’t mean to pry or anything, but how
does someone in your line of work deal with the stress?” he asked.
“I mean, I can’t think of many other jobs where you risk getting
shot at by your customers.”

He saw her turn to look at him quickly, and
he immediately regretted the jab.

“I told you, I’m not a whore,” she replied in
a sharp voice.

“Well,” he said slowly, “You haven’t told me
what you are, so I’m just going with what I’ve got.”

She kept silent, and Blue plowed on, trying
to dig himself out of a hole he could sense but couldn’t really
see. “I guess now is as good a time as any to change professions.
I’m glad I can help. A pretty filly like you shouldn’t have to work
a job like that. You should have someone to protect you and take
care of you.”

Glancing over at her, he saw her glaring at
him as they passed beneath a street light. “What?”

“Nothing. Turn left up ahead.”

As they turned the corner he recognized
Highway 287. “There we go. Familiar territory. Look. I’ve never
been shot at before. I’ve never run from the police before. And I
have never been kissed like that, especially not by a prostitute.”
He tipped his head to the side, considering. “Actually, I ain’t
ever been kissed by a prostitute, period. I’d like to help you, but
I really think I need to know what’s going on.”

She didn’t answer, and Blue shook his head
and sighed. They rode in silence for the last mile or so
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