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CHAPTER ONE




Monday, June 15th.


 


Seadrift, Texas.


BIG DAVE parked his dented Ford pickup and took stock of the shack he called home. A one-storey frame piece of shit rotting away on concrete blocks on the bank of the channel. Giant Cypress shaded his five acres and kept the temperature down by a degree or two, but it was still well over a hundred any day of the week. As soon as he got a few thou ahead, he’d burn it down and start over. No insurance. Wasn’t worth a fuckin nickel anyway.


He and his two buddies, Whitey Sweedo and Tennessee Taylor had opened a business, hiring out mud boats to fishermen and showing the tourists where the best fishing spots were in the backwater. The business weren’t too bad, but his new business was a helluva lot better. That’s where he’d make the real money. He’d soon be moving up in the world.


Dave sauntered inside, threw down his smoke and ground it under his boot on the wooden kitchen floor. Nothing had changed. Tanya was a pig and she wallowed in her own filth. She lived to get high and never did a lick of work. The house stunk of garbage, puke and sweat and Big Dave felt sick every time he walked through the door.


It wasn’t like this in the beginning. Meth turned his wife into somebody he couldn’t even recognize anymore.


“Anything to eat?” he hollered and didn’t expect an answer. “Been up since dawn busting my ass and I could use a coffee if you could spare the time.”


Tanya sauntered into the kitchen wearing nothing but a long tank top. The three-colored dye job she’d seen in a magazine and tried to copy without too much success, hung in a tangled mess over her face. “No food here.” She sneered at him. “Might be something in the fuckin cupboard if you gave me a few bucks for groceries, but you never do.”


He shook his head at the sight of her. Twenty-five years old and she could pass for forty-five. Skinny as a fuckin rake like most users and she reeked of piss and vomit.


“What does it matter to you? You don’t eat anyway. All you care about is your next hit.”


“So what? You got product streaming out your fat ass now that you and your bff’s are on steady with Delgato.”


“Delgato accounts for every fuckin ounce, Tanya. I can’t supply you for free, even if I wanted to. And I don’t. Look at the mess of y’all.”


“Then buy me some all legal-like,” said Tanya. “You owe me. You know you do.”


“Get your lazy ass over to the rental office and for Christ sake clean yourself up before you go talk to any customers. You look like shit, woman.”


“You should talk, you fat asshole. I could smell your sweat the second you walked through the fuckin door.”


“I earned that sweat. I work for a living.”


“Tennessee smells better than you do.”


“How do you know that?” Big Dave backhanded her across the face and sent her flying off the kitchen chair.


“Ow,” screamed Tanya. “I’ll get you for that.”


“Try it.” Big Dave grabbed a Shiners out of the fridge and chugged half. He looked down at Tanya lying on the filthy floor crying and laughed at her. “Here’s one for the road.” He kicked her in the ribs and stomped out the door.


 


Austin, Texas.


THE BLACKMORE AGENCY was on vacation. A forced vacay, but a vacation none the less. Blaine had capped a senator’s wife in the line of duty and his foster brother, Farrell, had shot the same senator’s son the next day as he came over the Agency fence to avenge his mother’s death.


The powers that be were sorting it out, but until that time, Blaine and his crew were shut down.


“Pack your stuff,” hollered Blaine. “It’s hotter than hell on a Sunday in the city and we’re going to the Gulf.”


“Are we all going?” asked Farrell.


“I’d say that’s affirmative,” said Blaine. “The Chief wants me out of the city until the media calms down. It’s not every day a senator’s wife gets her head blown off.”


Farrell stood in front of the coffee maker in his boxers, black hand-tooled cowboy boots on his feet and a black Stetson covering his haystack of hair. “You were totally in the right, bro. Don’t matter who she was married to, the woman had a hostage and a knife in her hand. I don’t think she was hitting on all her cylinders.”


Blaine shrugged it off and filled his mug with more Panama blend. “Is Mary coming?”


“Dunno,” said Farrell. “She might have to stay and wallow in the media muck. It’s her job.”


“Wouldn’t she rather wallow in the Caribbean?”


“I invited her, and I invited Neil.”


“Well, you can’t do more than that,” said Blaine. He pressed the Governor’s contact number and waited for her to answer.


“Hey, sweetie, the Chief told me you were taking a week off and I concur. It’s a good idea for you to make yourself scarce.”


“I rented a house on the Gulf and I’m leaving in about an hour. If you need anything, call Jesse. He and the Chief are tidying up the little mess Farrell and I made.”


“I’ve read some of the reports, and you acted properly. Mrs. Royce took an ATF agent hostage and she shot and killed one of the other agents. There were witnesses.”


“The senator is putting his own spin on things,” said Blaine, “and that’s okay. I’ll deal with him when I get back.”


Or someone will deal with him for me.


Misty floated into the kitchen wearing cut off shorts and a red tank top. She filled the kettle to make tea and helped Carm with breakfast.


“Are you packed, sweetheart?” Blaine asked her.


“All packed, but I haven’t packed the dog’s stuff yet.” Misty spread out her words in her soft Louisiana drawl. “I need a cardboard box or something.”


“Uh huh. I’ll get a box from the carriage house.”


Carm glanced up from her favorite skillet and spewed out a long worrisome tale in Spanish.


“Rick is going to feed the fish. Stop worrying, mi Corazon, he won’t let them die.”


Then came part two of her protest. There was her vegetable garden that she couldn’t possibly leave. Not in the middle of June.


Blaine strode across the kitchen and put an arm around Carmelita’s shoulder. She was like a mother to him and he wanted her to be happy—always. He wanted her to come on vacation to the Gulf, but he recognized how attached she was to the house and her garden. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he said in Spanish. “You can stay here with Rick and Andy.”


“Si.” She smiled, happy that Blaine wasn’t making her go.


 


FARRELL refilled his mug and was on his way back to the table when his cell rang. “Hey, Neil, are you ready to rock?”


“Yep, I’m packed, and my fishing gear is ready. Am I coming into the city or are y’all picking me up?”


“We’re going south, so we’ll stop in and get you, bro. Be there in an hour.”


“Can’t believe we’re going fishing in the Gulf,” said Neil. “Always wanted to do that.”


“Just waiting on Mary if she’s coming and then we’re leaving.”


“Am I the only single guy?” asked Neil.


“Don’t matter. Mary will hang with Misty while we’re fishing. She always does.”


“Maybe I’ll meet hot chicks on the beach.”


“Bet you will,” said Farrell, “dozens of them will swarm you wearing nothing but those tiny bikinis.”


The dogs put up a huge ruckus in the foyer and Farrell said, “Miss Mary is here. She must be coming. I guess we’re ready to leave now. See you soon.”


Farrell greeted Mary with a hug and kissed her lightly. He wasn’t much on showing affection in public. “I was just talking to Neil and he’s ready to go.”


“I’m so excited,” said Mary. “I’ve never stayed on the Gulf.”


“Let’s load up,” said Blaine. “All our fishing gear is on the porch.”


Misty called from the top of the stairs and he ran up to get her luggage. “Did you bring your cards, and everything you need?”


“I’ve got everything.”


“We’ll have to crate the dogs,” said Blaine. “We haven’t got room for them in the cab.”


“Leave the dogs at home,” hollered Carm in Spanish.


“I guess we could now that you’re staying home.” To Misty: “Do you want to leave Hoodoo here or take him with us?”


“He likes be with Lexi, so whatever—you decide, Beb.”


“They might be happier at home,” said Blaine.


 


La Grange.


NEIL was sitting on the porch at Coulter-Ross when the boys arrived to pick him up and Annie sat next to him with a mug of coffee in her hand.


She smiled and stepped off the porch to give them all hugs. “Have a wonderful holiday. You guys deserve a rest.”


“Thanks, Mom,” said Blaine. “Stay out of trouble while we’re gone.”


“Hey, I never get into trouble.” She winked at him.


Neil stowed his gear in the back of Blacky’s truck and piled in the back seat with Farrell and Mary. “I thought Carm was coming, and I thought Farrell said we were bringing the dogs?”


“Carm didn’t want to leave home,” said Blaine. “Her garden is coming on strong and she can’t leave.”


“Yeah, but she could make enchiladas for us at the beach house,” said Neil. “Didn’t she think about that?”


“Nope.”


“Who’s going to cook?” asked Neil.


“You are, bro,” said Farrell. “Good experience for you.”


“I can cook,” said Misty. “If y’all like Cajun.”


“I do,” said Blaine. “I love it.”


“Where are we going?” asked Mary. “What town is it near?”


“South of Victoria to Port Lavaca,” said Blaine, “then we have to rely on the GPS after that.”


“The GPS babe ain’t been to some of that back country,” said Farrell. “Where do we pick up the key to the house?”


“It has a lockbox,” said Blaine, “and I have the code written down.”


“Can’t wait to see the beach,” said Mary. “This is going to be an adventure.”


 


Austin.


JESSE REPORTED to Chief Calhoun’s office at nine sharp feeling better than he had in a long time. His new doctor had him on a get-fit regimen and it seemed to be working miracles—as long as he didn’t hit the beer too hard or stay up too late watching a game.


 And as long as he didn’t think about Tyler and Annie being a couple.


He tapped twice on the Chief’s door and opened it. He set the Starbuck’s container on the desk and put the Chief’s coffee in front of him. “Have you lost weight?” asked Jesse. The Chief’s uniform shirt didn’t look as snug as it usually did around his expanding middle.


“Maybe a pound or two. My wife says we’re eating healthier, but to me that means no pie.”


“I hear you. I’m off desserts myself. This new guy, Doctor Randall, is a straight shooter and I like him.”


“You look good, Jesse. More color than usual.”


“Yeah, he’s teaching me how to counteract stress and shit like that.”


“Sounds interesting. Lot of stress in this job I need to counteract,” said the Chief. “Before we get started on our Royce strategy I have a surprise for you.”


“What kind of a surprise? A good one, I hope.”


“I think it will be a good one.” He picked up the phone and a couple of seconds later, Jamie Parnell walked through the door, her long blonde hair pulled back in a pony tail and looking more fantastic in her uniform than Jesse remembered.


“Jamie, nice to see you.” Jesse smiled and felt some of the old heat for Jamie rush through him. He stood to give her a hug and couldn’t remember when he’d wanted to kiss a woman so bad. “Are you visiting DPS?”


“No, I transferred back. I was missing the Chief too much. Work is no fun without him.”


The Chief chuckled. “No fun for me either. I think I was doing most of the missing. It was like my right arm was cut off at the elbow.”


“Now I’m back and ready to rock.”


“Fantastic,” said Jesse. “I always felt it was because of me that you transferred.”


Jamie grinned. “It was, but at the time it was necessary. I’m over it now.”


“Why don’t you sit in on our meeting, Jamie,” said the Chief. “You know all the players.”


“Does this have to do with Blaine shooting Mrs. Royce?” asked Jamie.


“He was certainly justified in doing so,” said the Chief. “The woman lost her mind and held an ATF agent hostage with a knife to his throat.”


“Whenever there’s a high profile death, the media has to make the most of it,” said Jesse. “They are going to milk this for all they’re worth.”


“Catherine is going to say something today on behalf of the Violent Crime Squad,” said the Chief to Jamie, “and Jesse is going to be there to represent the Blackmore Agency.”


“That should carry some weight,” said Jamie. “Governor Campbell has a lot of clout.”


“And she’s extremely fond of ‘the short fuse.” Jesse chuckled. “That’s what she calls Blacky.”


“How many times has Senator Royce called Catherine?” asked the Chief. “Did she say?”


“I know of two or three,” said Jesse. “But he has questions to answer too. Number one being—why were his wife and his son knee deep into Caldwell’s group gathering illegal weapons?”


“Is he professing not to know anything about what his family was doing?” asked Jamie.


“So far, that’s the tack he’s taking,” said the Chief. “He’s using his extended stays in DC as his excuse for being in the dark.”


“When is the funeral?” asked Jesse. “Is it a double?”


“Tomorrow afternoon at one. The whole downtown area will be gridlocked,” said the Chief. “I’m glad Austin PD is handling it and not us.”


“My boys can help if you need them,” said Jesse. “I have a few not gone fishing.” Jesse finished his coffee and stood up. “I better get over to the Capitol. I’m having lunch with Catherine and planning what we’re saying to the media.”


Jesse opened the Chief’s door and walked Jamie down the hall to her office. “I’m so glad to see you, Jamie. How about dinner?”


“I don’t know, Jesse. Do you think we should?”


“Are you seeing someone?”


She shook her head. “I tried a couple times, but after… It isn’t easy to forget how much in love we were, Jesse. We rushed things, went way too fast and made mistakes. We both got hurt.”


“Is what we had worth talking about?” asked Jesse. “Give me your opinion.”


“Definitely. If you can’t forget about it and move on, then in my book it’s worth talking about.”


“I’ll call you when I’m done at the Capitol.”


 


PENNY WARBURTON, the Governor’s personal assistant and watchdog, greeted Jesse in the outer office. “Good afternoon, Ranger Quantrall. Nice to see you again.”


“You too, Mrs. Warburton. “Is Catherine ready to go to lunch?”


“I don’t think you’re going out to eat. I ordered from the Grille and the food should be here shortly. Go on in, she’s expecting you.”


“Okay, even better. I wasn’t sure what the plan was. Have you been getting a lot of unpleasant calls about Mrs. Royce?”


“Only from people who think they know what’s going on, but they don’t.” Her face took on an annoyed look. “Ranger Blackmore doesn’t go around shooting people who don’t need shooting. Mrs. Royce was no Mother Teresa.”


Jesse chuckled. “Wish I’d been there.” He tapped twice on the Governor’s door and opened it. “Okay to come in, Catherine?”


“Oh, Jesse, I’m glad you’re here. I think Penny ordered lunch.”


“She did. He sat in one of the leather chairs in the seating area by the window. The Governor had a gorgeous view of the Capitol grounds. The blossoms were over for the year, but the trees showed dozens of shades of green.


Governor Catherine Campbell wore a navy suit with a long jacket and a green silk blouse that matched her eyes. Her long auburn hair was pulled back into a braid. She joined Jesse in the seating area in the corner of her spacious office, notebook in hand. “I’m ready for any help you can give me on what to say to the media.” She pointed, “that’s what my speech writer came up with this morning and I’m not particularly taken with it. See what you think.”


Jesse read the speech and nodded. “Sounds like you’re waffling when in reality, there’s nothing to be done. Blacky shot the hostage taker—what did they want him to do—shoot the hostage because Mrs. Royce was a senator’s wife?”


“That’s about it, isn’t it?” Catherine smiled. “People are so weird.”


“I asked Chief Calhoun if the senator had been raising any dust.”


“He’s called a couple of times,” said Catherine. “Although, he’d be better to take a step back from me because I know the truth and I could cause him a lot of problems.” She stood up and walked in front of her desk. “Stokes sat in this very chair and told me Senator Royce was pressuring him into providing confidential government information to Leggatt when he needed it.”


“Jeeze,” said Jesse, “what do you plan to do with that information, Catherine?”


“I need to talk to the short fuse before I do anything. Royce will deny it, but I can record any meetings here in the office and I recorded the Lieutenant Governor that day.”


“Fantastic,” said Jesse. “I’m glad you had the foresight to do that, Catherine. The Lieutenant Governor died shortly after and what he told you could be construed as a death bed statement. That would be solid evidence for the DA.”


Catherine raised an eyebrow. “Do you think charges would hold up in court with a recording as evidence?”


“It might hold up just fine if you were on the stand corroborating the evidence. I believe it would.”


Penny knocked and let the waiter in with the lunch tray. Jesse tipped the young man and he left smiling.


Catherine lifted the lids to see what Penny had ordered. “It looks like cannelloni with salad and garlic bread. Help yourself, Jesse. You have to eat. I know that’s one of the rules for your heart.”


“How do you know that?”


“Blaine told me. He worries about you constantly.”


Jesse filled a plate and unwrapped cutlery. “Come and eat, Catherine. We’ll sort this all out.”


 


Port Lavaca.


BLAINE parked in front of Bay Seafood and turned off the truck engine. “Let’s have a beer and some lunch, then stock up on groceries and supplies before we try to find our rental house.”


Neil jumped out of the back seat and turned to stare at the water. “Are those shrimp boats out there? I love shrimp.”


“Misty loves crab cakes,” said Blaine. “Maybe they have good fresh ones here at the Gulf.”


“The ones from Tulley’s would be hard to beat,” said Misty.


Farrell helped Mary out of the truck. “Come on, Miss Mary. Time for a break.”


“It smells so fresh here,” said Misty staring out over the gulf as Blaine held the door of the restaurant for her.


“Breezy,” said Blaine, shaking his long hair out of his face. “I should be wearing a bandana.”


The hostess showed them to a table roomy enough for the five of them and told them about the specials and the catch of the day.


“By tomorrow,” said Neil, “we’ll have our own catch of the day.”


Farrell grinned at his brother. “What size of whale are you gonna catch for us, bro?”


“Wanna put money on the biggest fish?” asked Neil whipping five bucks out of his wallet.


“I’m in,” said Blacky. “I can always use easy money.”


Farrell stood up, threw his money on the pile and headed for the men’s’ room. He was back five minutes later. “Bunch of guys in the back corner in a huddle. Something going down there.”


“Oh, yeah?” Blacky didn’t turn around. “What kind of a something we talking about?”


Farrell shrugged.


They were finished the main course and talking about dessert when the half dozen guys left the restaurant. Farrell followed them outside, then came back with his report. “They went down to the end of the dock to the shrimp boats.”


“Do you think they’re bringing something besides shrimp into Texas?” asked Mary.


“Do we care?” asked Blaine. “We’re on vacay.”


“Think about it,” said Farrell. “Might be something.”


“Okay, I’ll think about it while we stock up on food and booze.”


 


AFTER AN HOUR of power shopping at the local supermarket, Blaine followed the nav system through a huge section of backwater down a narrow road lined on both sides with age old cypress.


“This is a little bit spooky,” said Neil from the back seat.


“No, it isn’t,” said Farrell. “Shallow channels. We can rent one of those mud boats and have ourselves a time pulling in some whopping big bass.”


The GPS lady was saying they had reached their destination and Blaine slowed the truck down to a crawl. “She says we’re here, but I don’t see the house. Where is it?”


Misty tapped on her window. “Might be in there, Beb. I think you could drive through there.”


“This isn’t on the goddam beach,” hollered Blaine. “I told the realtor I wanted it right on the beach.”


“Maybe it’s close to the beach,” said Mary.


Blaine cranked the wheel and piloted the big truck down the dirt trail through the trees looking for the house. Once they got closer they could see it and it was huge. “Looks big enough for all of us.”


“I can see the water out the other side of the house,” said Neil. “We’re coming in from the back. I guess it’s sort of a beach house.”


Blaine parked as close as he could to the side of the house and they all hopped out.


Misty walked up the steps onto the wide porch and shivered.


“What is it, sweetheart?” asked Blaine.


“Somebody died here,” said Misty.


“Lately?” asked Farrell, sounding hopeful.


“A long time ago,” said Misty.


Mary squealed, “That’s so spooky, Misty.”


Farrell hugged her. “I’ll protect you from the ghosts, Miss Mary.”


“I want to go fishing,” said Neil, “before it gets too dark.”


Blaine fiddled with the lockbox, trying to get the key out and finally succeeded. He opened the door and it squeaked as he pushed on it. Then he heard another sound. Footsteps inside the house. He shoved the door open and ran inside. “Somebody is in the house,” he hollered.


Farrell ran down the porch steps and around the back of the house—really the front, facing the road. “I got him.” Farrell marched the kid around the house to where the others were.


“Hey, buddy,” said Blaine. “What’s your name and why are you hiding in this house?”


 


Austin.


JESSE stood beside Governor Campbell on the steps of the Capitol while she made her speech in support of the Violent Crime Squad. When she finished she took a few questions.


“Where’s Ranger Blackmore?” shouted one reporter. “Is he in hiding?”


Catherine nodded to Jesse to take the question.


“He’s gone fishing for a week.”


“Who’s minding the store while the super cop is away?”


Jesse grinned and pointed at his chest. “That would be me.”


“Are you expecting trouble from the pro-gunnies at the Royce funeral tomorrow?”


“No,” said Jesse. “I’m not expecting trouble from anyone.”


As Jesse walked the Governor back to her office she said, “That reporter asked a pertinent question, Jesse. Should we be expecting trouble tomorrow?”


“I don’t know,” said Jesse. “I don’t know how many more of Royce’s fanatics are out there.”


“I better have a little chat with Chief Calhoun,” said Catherine.


 


JESSE sat in his Land Rover and called Jamie’s cell. “Are we on for dinner?”


“Are you finished with the Governor?”


“Uh huh. Just finished.”


“I’m walking in the door of my apartment, so give me half an hour and I can meet you somewhere.”


“I can pick you up,” said Jesse.


“No, I’ll meet you,” said Jamie, “I’m not a hundred percent sure this is a good idea.”


“Don’t do it if you don’t want to, Jamie. No pressure.”


“Jesse, I still have feelings about us, and want to talk things over with you more than I’ve ever wanted to do anything. We owe it to ourselves.”


“I think so too.”


“I’ll meet you at Eddie’s in forty-five minutes.”


“See you then.” Jesse had time to drop by the Agency, check on Carm and still get to the restaurant on time.


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE sat the boy on a chair in the kitchen and asked him again. “Why are you hiding out in this house?”


The kid who was about sixteen or seventeen shrugged. “No place else to go and nobody was using the house. I been watching all up and down the shore for a few days.”


“Okay, I’ll buy that. What’s your name?”


“Casey… Casey Nichols.” Casey had thick black hair that flopped forward into his eyes. He’d be a chick magnet if he wasn’t so filthy. How many days he’d worn the same sweaty black t-shirt must have set some kind of Guinness record. Same with the jeans—torn and the bottom eight inches caked with mud. His high tops were worn right through. He was walking barefoot with no-sole shoes tied on around his ankles.


“Okay, Casey Nichols, good enough. If you’re old enough to drink beer I’m having one on the porch as soon as I get the truck unloaded. You want to give me a hand with that and I’ll feed you dinner.”


“Ain’t you gonna call the cops and send me to jail?”


“We are the cops, buddy.” Blaine grinned. “Cops on vacay.”


“You’re shittin me, right?”


“No shit,” said Farrell. “Help me carry in the stuff from the truck.”


 


Austin.


JESSE parked his Range Rover where he could see the front entrance of Eddie’s and watched for Jamie. Was taking a second chance with Jamie right for him? It felt right, and he’d been excited about it all day. He needed a good woman in his life, that was for damn sure.


He’d only been waiting a few minutes when Jamie parked what looked like a brand new Chevy truck in a metallic blue down the row from him. He hopped out and intercepted her before she made it to the door. “Hey, you look beautiful.” He took her in his arms and kissed her right there at the front entrance.


Jamie smiled as the kiss ended. “Aren’t you the romantic one?”


“I can be if I have anyone to be romantic with.”


“I for one, know how hot you are, Jesse Quantrall. Hard to forget things like that.”


He held the door open for her and the hostess showed them to a table. The server zoomed over to greet them, told them about the specials and took their drink order.


“Tell me everything you did after you left Calhoun’s office when we broke up. We need to catch up.”


“Mostly I did boring paperwork for a Lieutenant I didn’t like. When I became so sick of it I was about to quit, I phoned the Chief and asked him to transfer me back from San Antonio.”


“Since you’ve been gone something amazing happened to me, and not with another woman—but kind of—not in the way you would think.”


Jamie smiled. “What are you saying?”


“Remember when I broke up with Lacey? She was fuming mad and gave me a calling down and didn’t speak to me ever again, but in a way, she did speak to me.”


“You’re talking in riddles, Jesse.”


“I guess I am. The sad part is, Lacey was killed by a horse in a training ring at her new job after she left Quantrall.”


“Oh, that’s sad. Did you go to her funeral?”


“Nope. I didn’t even know it happened until her lawyer came to my ranch.”


“Why? Did she leave you something?”


Jesse nodded. “She left me a baby girl that I knew nothing about.”


Jamie’s mouth dropped open. “That is so amazing. And Lacey didn’t even tell you that you were a father?”


Jesse shook his head. “Not a word.”


“What a shocker.”


“Best thing that ever happened to me,” said Jesse. “And I wanted you to know about Charity before we… you know… made any decisions.”


“How did you manage with a baby?”


“Tyler helped me. We made her a room upstairs between our rooms and we’ve done pretty well, I think. She can talk a little bit now.”


“Pictures?”


Jesse whipped out his phone. “Of course, there are pictures. I’m a proud Daddy.”


 


Seadrift.


MISTY AND MARY whipped up spaghetti and garlic bread for dinner in the airy modern kitchen of the beach house. “I like it here,” said Misty. “It reminds me of the bayou at home.”


“You one of them women that lives in the swamp?” asked Casey as he took the last piece of garlic bread.


“Not exactly, but I am from N’Orlean,” she drawled it out. “And you are from…” she touched his arm and paused for a moment. “George West.”


The boy’s eyes widened, and he stared at Misty. “Is that some kind of a voodoo trick?”


Misty shrugged. “Y’all have a mean Daddy. Don’t ever go back there. Okay?”


“I’m never going back.”


“For now,” said Blaine, “you can stay with us if you don’t filch nothing.”


“I was thinking on it, but okay. It’s a deal.”


“See, if you do,” said Farrell, “Miss Misty will know. She’s got the gift.”


“Are you like a voodoo princess or one of those?” he asked.


“Uh huh. I’m one of those. Tomorrow I’ll read y’all’s future and set y’all on a path.”


“Would you?”


“Sure enough,” said Misty. “Let’s go out for a smoke.”






 




CHAPTER TWO


Tuesday, June 16th.


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE woke the boys at dawn for their first day of fishing. The night before they’d make a recon jog up the beach and located a boat rental place and one was waiting with their name on it for this morning.


Casey startled Blaine when he opened the screen door to go out for a smoke. “Hey, you’re up already.”


“Fixing to show y’all some good spots to drop a line. Y’all feeding me n’all.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine. He lit up a smoke and sat down on the steps beside the kid. He offered Casey the pack and the kid lit up a cigarette.


“Y’all a cop for real?”


“Ranger.”


“Fuck, one of those cowboy cops?”


Blaine grinned. “Yep.”


“Don’t look like too many cops I’ve seen. You got the ganger look going on with the long hair and the tats. Just say’n.”


Blaine shrugged. “Helps me sometimes. People don’t know who I am.”


“I get it. Like undercover shit.”


“Like that.”


“Thanks for the clean shirt,” said Casey, “and you were right. I needed a shower.”


Neil came out next, dressed and ready to go. “We eating anything before we go?”


“Why don’t you make us some toast or better yet, toast some of those bagels Misty bought. Casey will help you. He’s probably hungry too.”


 


Austin.


AT NOON, JESSE drove to Colorado Street to the Governor’s mansion and parked his Range Rover. He knocked on the front door and one of the fleet of housekeepers welcomed him in.


“Ranger Quantrall, the Governor is expecting you. Would you please wait in the sitting room?”


“Sure,” said Jesse. “We have lots of time.” He checked the Rolex on his wrist that Annie had given him.


Hope there’s no trouble at the fuckin funeral. I don’t want Catherine getting hurt on my watch.


His wait wasn’t long. Catherine descended the staircase a few minutes later looking elegant in a black suit and a wide brimmed hat.


“Sorry, Jesse. Were you waiting long?”


“Nope. Couple of minutes.”


“You could have asked for coffee.”


“Don’t need it.” Jesse stood up and walked towards her. “You look stunning, Catherine.”


She smiled. “You’re my safety shield, Jesse. I usually have the short fuse out in front of me, but he’s fishing. Have you heard from him or Donovan?”


“Not yet, but he’ll be expecting an update after the funeral.”


“Even when he’s not working, he’s working.”


“Always. He can’t turn it off.”


The limo flying the Lone Star Flag pulled up in front of the historic Texas landmark and picked them up. Special Agent Roderick drove the limo and Special Agent Gene Wyman and his security team followed close behind in an unmarked black SUV.


“At least they’ll make room for the limo at the church,” said Jesse. “And your driver won’t have to fight the media vans.”


“Will it be terrible?” asked Catherine. “I’m not looking forward to it.”


“I fear it might be,” said Jesse. “Senator Royce is a big deal in Texas.”


“Damn it. He is well liked.”


“On the surface he seems like a decent guy,” said Jesse. “Family man and all the rest of it.”


“He called yesterday after my speech on behalf of the Violent Crime Squad.”


“Did you talk to him?”


“Thankfully, Penny told him I wasn’t available. She’s my treasure.”


“Smart and dependable,” said Jesse. “Just like her predecessor, Bonita Gonsalves. I liked her a lot.”


“What happened to her?” asked Catherine.


Jesse hesitated for a moment. “She was… murdered.”


Catherine took a few deep breaths. “The church isn’t far. I’d better get ready for the onslaught.”


Jesse chuckled. “I’m here and I cast a pretty big shadow. You can duck behind me.”


“I’ll buy you an elegant dinner for helping me through this.”


“Could be expensive. I can put away a lot of prime rib.”


“All the better.” She giggled and blew off some of the tension.


 


DOWNTOWN AUSTIN was gridlocked. The city center core around the hundred year old church Senator Royce had chosen was impassable. In order for the Governor’s limo to get anywhere near the church, officers had to direct tow trucks to move media vehicles out of the way.


“This is awful,” said Catherine. She leaned forward and tapped on the window, “Roddy, just let me out anywhere.”


“I can’t do that, Governor. It’s not safe with all those pro-gunny lunatics out there. This is a funeral for one of their supporters. I know how these things work.”


“Wish the short fuse was here,” she mumbled.


“He should be here,” said Jesse. “This is just the kind of situation he’s fantastic at controlling. Forcing him to take time off right now is a fuck-ass move.”


“Who’s fuck-ass move was it?” asked the Governor.


“Not mine.”


Catherine smiled and winked at Jesse.


 


La Grange.


ANNIE felt a little deflated after all her boys went to the Gulf fishing. Jackson was at his nana’s in Santa Fe and Lucy was with her nana in Victoria. Annie was free as a bird to do anything she wanted to do. She texted Tyler to see if he was busy and he was leaving for an Appaloosa show in Fort Worth with his brother Paul. He invited her along, but she craved something more exciting than a horse show.


Maybe something would come along. She texted Travis.


“Hey, sugar, want to play with me?”


 


Austin.


THE GOVERNOR’S LIMO finally made it close enough to the church to suit Agent Roderick and Jesse helped Catherine from the back seat to the sidewalk.


Surrounded by Gene Wyman and her security team, they walked half a block to the steps leading up to the historic church. Questions were shouted and ignored, and cameras filmed every inch of her short journey.


Once inside, Jesse escorted her to a reserved pew. He sat on one side, with Gene Wyman on the other and the rest of the men assigned to her took up posts around the interior of the church.


The service was lengthy and filled with remarks from Congressmen, Senators and many other government officials who had known Mrs. Royce and Charles Junior, either personally, or through the Senator.


Jesse focused on Royce in the front pew, with his head bowed through most of the service—a bereaved husband and father—at least on the surface.


At the conclusion of the service, the minister announced that Mrs. Royce and her son would be cremated. He invited guests who had received printed invitations to a formal reception at the Westin Hotel.


Jesse escorted Catherine to the door of the church and then to the waiting limo. “I guess we’re among the lucky ones who received a printed invitation,” drawled Jesse.


“Lucky us,” said Catherine as she settled into her car. “We’re going to the Westin, Roddy.”


“Thanks, Governor. It’s going to be slow going.”


“Doesn’t matter how long it takes,” said Catherine. “We don’t want to go anyway.”


Special Agent Roderick chuckled.


 


TRAVIS DROVE Annie’s old blue Ram to the Westin and snagged a decent parking space before Royce’s guests arrived from the church.


“Sure you want to do this, Annie-girl?” asked Travis. “Ain’t sanctioned.”


“I don’t want your vacation time to go to waste, sugar pop. Sitting and relaxing in your apartment when you could be with me stirring up a nest of hornets.”


“Yeah, down time would be a fuckin shame.” Travis reached across the console and held her hand. “And you know I’d rather be with you than anywhere else. Just friends is better than nothing.”


Annie checked her look in the visor mirror and reached for the door handle. “I’ll watch from the bar where nobody can see me.”


“Don’t let Jesse see you, or I’ll get my ass fired again.”


Annie shrugged. “I can always use you as my personal bodyguard or on security at Coulter-Ross if you get busted.”


“Shit,” said Travis, “Now I want to get fired.”


Annie was giggling as she hopped out of the truck.


 


TRAVIS SMOKED for half an hour in the truck and then standing beside the truck while he waited for the funeral car to bring Royce and his entourage. The big black limo pulled up under the porte cochere and the Senator stepped out. Travis thought Royce would go straight inside, but he didn’t. Senator Royce waved the limo off and walked towards a couple of black Escalades that had followed his security unit. The two SUV’s had come into the parking lot behind the others, then veered out of the line and parked a couple of rows back.


Wonder who those guys are?


Travis jumped in Annie’s truck, stayed there and watched all the funeral attendees park and go inside, then he went for a little stroll.


 


ONCE inside the Westin, Jesse and Governor Campbell were escorted to the private room the Senator had booked for the reception. A bar was set up in the corner and Jesse headed there first, steering Catherine by the elbow.


“I’ll get you a glass of wine. You might need fortification.”


“Definitely, I will,” said the Governor. “I have to talk to him soon, so it might as well be now.”


With a glass of red in her hand, she sought out Senator Royce who was huddled with a group of men on the far side of the room. Jesse stuck close as she approached him.


Royce stuck out his hand. “So lovely of you to come, Governor Campbell.” The men around him immediately dispersed as if they had rehearsed it and left him alone with Catherine.  


Jesse backed away and let them talk.


“My condolences, Senator,” said Catherine.


“Appreciate it.” He took a step closer and said in a low voice, “I want you to shut down the Violent Crime Squad. They are dangerous and not needed. We have plenty of other law enforcement in place statewide.”


“That’s not my call,” said Catherine. “They don’t work for me.”


Royce raised an eyebrow.


“I’ll tell you what I want you to do, Senator. I want you to resign your seat immediately. Stokes told me what was going on before he died, and it was all recorded in my office—every word of it. If you don’t retire voluntarily, I’ll make it my mission to bring you down.”


Royce stood and stared as she walked away.


 


JESSE watched as Catherine talked to Senator Royce alone. He saw the look of anger on Royce’s face as she walked away and wondered if Catherine had put herself in the line of fire. She crossed the room and joined Jesse where he stood next to a towering fake palm.


“That looked intense, Catherine.”


“I threatened him. Told him to resign his seat or I’d expose him for what he was.”


Jesse felt his chest tighten. “Uh huh. He and his people are a dangerous group. Do you think that was wise?”


“Wise or not, it had to be done for the good of Texas.”


“That’s your decision,” said Jesse, “but I think I’ll speak to Gene and have him beef up your security for the time being.”


Catherine smiled. “Is that necessary? I’m not afraid of Royce.”


“Doesn’t hurt to be cautious.”


 


ANNIE sat on a stool at the bar in the Westin and watched the activity in the lobby reflected in the mirror in front of her. She saw Jesse come in with Catherine and felt the pain in her heart that always accompanied a ‘Jesse-sighting.’


Once they went into the private reception room, she ordered another Lone Star and chatted to the bartender.


She stretched out two more beers and it was enough. The people began leaving and Jesse and the Governor were among the first.


Royce was last.


Annie paid her tab. Tipped the young bartender and returned to her truck. “Did you have fun while I was gone?”


Travis grinned. “Sure did. Tagged a couple of Escalades but I hesitated on running the plates. Figured the Chief might not take to it since I’m supposed to be on vacay.”


Annie winked. “I can do it later.”


“Later? What are we doing now?”


“Following Royce.”


Travis frowned. “He lives way up near Gatesville. What will that accomplish?”


“What if he doesn’t go to his ranch?”


“Okay,” said Travis. “I’ll follow him if he doesn’t go to his ranch.”


 


AFTER the funeral, Jesse rode in the limo back to the Capitol, and once the Governor was safely in her office, he picked up his Range Rover and drove to headquarters to have a chat with Chief Calhoun.


“How was the double funeral?” asked the Chief.


“Didn’t you receive an invitation?” asked Jesse.


“Must have got lost in the mail,” Calhoun said with a smirk.


“Reception afterwards at the Westin was quite elaborate,” said Jesse. “Big spread and expensive suits.”


Calhoun shrugged. “See, I made the right choice.”


“I escorted Catherine,” said Jesse. “She was determined to make a point to Royce and I think she might have gone a bit overboard.”


“Aw, shit,” said the Chief. “What did the red-head do now?”


“She told Royce she had a recording of Stokes spilling the beans about his involvement with the gunnies.”


The Chief raised an eyebrow. “Does she have it?”


“Said so.”


“Have you heard it?”


“Nope.”


“Do you think she’s lying?”


“Nope.”


“Okay, then. She’s in big trouble. Wyman should ramp up her security.”


“That’s what I said.”


“I’ll make the call.”


Jesse left the Chief’s office and strode next door to Ranger Jamie Parnell’s office. He tapped on the door, opened it and walked in. “Hey, there.” He rounded her desk and kissed her lightly.


“I didn’t expect to see you today. Nice surprise.”


“Would you come to dinner on Sunday at Quantrall and meet Charity?”


Jamie grinned. “I’d love to do that.”


“How about I wait for you to finish and take you out for a steak?”


“Umm… I’m tired, Jesse. I’d rather go home and make something at my place.” She picked up her purse and gave him the key. “Go have a beer and warm up the sofa for me.”


 


Seadrift.


FARRELL returned the boat to the rental place a little way along the shore from their beach house and jogged back across the hard-packed sand. They’d had a few bites and caught a couple of groupers but tomorrow they were going to rent mud boats and try channel fishing.


He clunked up the steps to the wrap-around porch and helped himself to a beer out of the cooler. “Do we have plans for dinner?”


“I Googled the local hot spots on my phone,” said Mary, “and there are quite a few to choose from.”


“What does everybody feel like eating?” asked Blaine. “You can vote too, Casey.”


“Can I? I like hanging with y’all. I got a good tan out there on the water all day.”


“You won’t be as dark as the half-breed,” said Farrell. “He’s three shades darker to start.”


“You got a burn,” Mary said to Farrell. “Did you have sun screen on?”


“Hell no. I don’t wear sissy shit like that.”


“Keeps you from getting all burned and sore,” said Mary. “It’s not a sissy thing.”


“Seems like it,” said Farrell. His phone signaled a text. He read the message and hoofed it inside to the powder room and locked himself in.


“Hey, baby. Run these tags for me?”


“Mom, what are you doing?”


“Surveillance with Travis.”


“Holy shit, Mom. Don’t. I’m too far away.”


“Don’t tell your brother. Okay?”


“Jesus in a handcart. You make me sweat.”


 


“AUSTIN-BERGSTROM,” said Travis as he made the turn onto Airport Road. “He’s going to the airport—the charter side of things.”


“Let’s go in and see where he’s going,” said Annie.


“They might not want to tell us,” said Travis. “Privacy and all that.”


“We’ll wait until he takes off and I’ll go see what I can do.”


“Maybe we should just let him go, Annie-girl. This ain’t our job and the boss might be severely pissed at us if we mess up.”


Annie giggled. “It’s been fun so far. Let’s push it a bit more.”


The senator took a bag and his briefcase from the car and boarded the plane.


“He’s on board,” said Annie, “he’ll be gone in a minute.”


“Fuck,” said Travis under his breath as he watched Annie jump out and head for the terminal.


With a roar, the Gulfstream took off and Senator Royce was gone… wherever.


Annie flashed her sexiest smile to the young guy behind the counter in the terminal. “Do your charters go all over?”


“Sure do. Where would you like to go, Miss?”


“Somewhere fun. I saw one take off as I was arriving. Where did that plane go?”


“Umm… let me see. That one went to DC.” He frowned. “If y’all want fun, don’t go there. Go to Vegas or New Orleans.”


“Thanks for the advice,” said Annie. “I think I will go to Vegas, but for tonight, I think I’ll go to DC and see what’s cooking at the White House.”


The clerk chuckled. “They might not let you in, but I can have a plane ready for y’all in twenty minutes.”


Annie opened her purse and slapped down a black Amex. “Go for it, cutie.”


He winked at her. “Yes, ma’am. I’m all over it.”


“I’ll get my partner.” Annie ran out to the truck and spoke to Travis through the window. “Lock up the truck, we’re going to DC.”


“Annie, no.” Travis shook his blond head. “Bad idea.”


“Come on, Travis. You’re my bodyguard. I can’t go without you.”


“What if I said I wasn’t going?”


“Bye.” Annie walked back towards the terminal and Travis wasn’t far behind, cursing as he ran to catch up.


 


AFTER Jamie’s chicken fried steak and an hour of catching up, Jesse tried out Jamie’s new queen size bed. He hadn’t made love to anybody since he left Annie and wasn’t sure he had the stamina for it, but he gave it his best shot and it didn’t kill him.


Jamie seemed deliriously happy that they were back together, and he was as happy as he could be—out of breath and exhausted.


Not as good as I once was…but…


As he drove home to Quantrall he made a mental note to call his doctor in the morning.






 




CHAPTER THREE


Wednesday, June 17th.


 


Giddings.


JESSE woke to a ringing in his ear. Exhausted from his sexual romp with Jamie, he had slept like a rock. How could he have forgotten how energetic she was in bed? Could he keep up?


Jesse reached for his cell and saw the Governor’s name on the screen. “Catherine, did something happen?”


“My office was broken into overnight, Jesse. Impossible, I know with the security the Capitol has, but all the same it’s a goddam disaster.”


“Get out of there, Catherine,” said Jesse, “and don’t touch anything. I’m sending Sue and her team. I’ll be along soon.”


“I’ll work in Stokes’ office until you get here.”


“Good idea.” He sat up and called the crew—the non-fishing crew. First, Fletcher. “Fletch, it’s Jesse. I need you in Catherine’s office in an hour.”


“Yes, sir. Are we working?”


“A lot of footage to go over. Somebody broke into her office overnight.”


“Shit,” said Fletch. “How’d they manage that? Tight security at the Cap.”


“You would think so.” Next, he called Carlos. “Carlos, hope you enjoyed your short vacay. Something came up.”


“No problem, boss. Somebody dead?”


“Not yet, and I’d like to keep it that way. Meet me in Catherine’s office in an hour.”


“She in trouble, boss?”


“I’ll lay it down when y’all get there. I’m calling Luke, then Lily.”


 


Seadrift.


TENNESSEE looked up from the boat he was cleaning out when he saw Tanya coming towards him from the rental office. He gave her a smile even though she didn’t look so happy today. She’d been walking kind of funny too, since Big Dave tuned her up the day before.


It was getting to be a habit now. Dave would beat on Tanya and as soon as he left the property she would run straight to his trailer and cry on his shoulder and other places on his body that he didn’t mind. But if Dave found out, they might both be dead. At least Tanya would be. Big Dave had a brutal temper.


“Got anything to get me through the day?” Tanya stroked his hair and came on to him the way she always did when she wanted more meth.


 “Nope. I gave you the last of it.” He pointed at the rental shack. “You got customers. Go get their money.”


“You do it.” She shoved her hands in the pockets of her shorts. “My hands are too shaky, and I can’t think.”


“Fuck, Tanya. You only have one goddam job and that’s to rent the fuckin boats. Can’t you even do that?”


 


BLAINE followed the signs from the main road trying to find the place that had mud boats for rent.


“Are we lost, Beb?” Misty stared out her window at the thick vegetation. “Looks swampy and smells like...”


“Smells like frogs,” said Casey.


“What do frogs smell like?” asked Neil, “Don’t know if I ever smelled one.”


“They smell like a mud and algae combo,” said Casey. “Know what I’m sayin?”


“Not so much,” said Neil.


Blaine chuckled. “We might be lost.”


“Do you know these guys with the mud boats, Casey?” asked Neil.


“Nope. Never seen ‘em. Don’t think so. I stayed on the beach since I got here. Nowhere else to go. Only guys I seen were the ones renting the big house next to y’all’s. Seen them take a boat out around midnight a couple of times and meet like a yacht or something way out there.”


“Interesting,” said Blaine. “Are they carrying anything when they come back to shore?”


“Too dark to tell,” said Casey, “and I didn’t want the fuckers to spot me.”


“Good idea,” said Farrell. “Maybe we’ll check those dudes out tonight.”


“Am I like one of y’all’s snitches?” asked Casey.


“Sure,” said Farrell. “If it pans out, I’ll lay a twenty on you.”


“No kidding?”


“None.”


“There’s the rental place,” said Mary. She pointed to a shack to the left of the dirt track. “Will there be snakes where we’re going?”


“Hope not,” said Blaine. “I ain’t a snake lover myself.”


“Water snakes,” said Casey. “They live in the water.”


“You are too wise,” said Neil.


Misty giggled.


“How many boats do we need?” Neil hopped out and opened up the tailgate.


“Let’s see how big the boats are,” said Farrell. He watched as a skinny girl headed for the house next door and a guy working on the boats at the dock came towards them.


“Y’all want to rent a boat?” asked Tennessee.


“Six of us,” said Blaine. “Might need a couple.”


“Maybe three if y’all want a guide with y’all.”


“You know all the good spots?” asked Neil.


Tennessee grinned. “That’s what people pay me for.” He seemed to drift closer to Misty and Blaine noticed, not too happily.


Blaine took Misty’s hand and led her into the shack. “Sign us up for the day,” said Blaine. “These ladies want to fish.”


“We don’t get too many ladies fishing back here. My pleasure to take these gorgeous girls up the channel.”


Blaine could feel the heat in the back of his neck. This guy was starting to piss him off.


“I’m Tennessee Taylor at your service, and I need y’all to sign a waiver in case y’all tumble out of the boats and get et by gators.” He laughed, and Misty made a face. Tennessee Taylor was a looker in his mid-thirties. Not too tall, but solidly built, a day’s scruff on his face and curly brown hair peeking out from under a filthy ‘Port Lavaca’ cap on his head.


“Has that happened?” asked Mary.


“Never happened yet, Miss,” said Tennessee. “Me and my partners are professionals and safety is our number one priority.” 


Blaine was paying for the rental when another guy came into the shack through a screen door at the back. The twelve by twelve shack smelled of fish guts and was buzzing with flies.


“We got some fishermen here?” asked the new guy.


“Fisherwomen too,” said Tennessee with a chuckle. “Help me get them set up.” To Blaine: “Y’all got your own gear?”


“Yep,” said Farrell. “All set.”


“Fetch your stuff and meet me on the dock. This here is Whitey and he’ll be helping us out.” Whitey was tall, slim with a thick crop of white-blond hair and a black eye patch over his right eye.


As he came towards them, Misty stepped closer to Blaine and slipped her arm around his waist.


Misty hates that fucker.


 


Washington, D.C.


ANNIE ordered breakfast from room service while Travis was in the shower. She took advantage of the moment to call the man and tell him what she’d done. He might be pissed and tell her to get her butt back to Texas.


“Morning, sir. I’m not sure I should have done this, but I followed Senator Royce back to DC after the funeral. A spontaneous decision, but it might have been wrong.”


“I wouldn’t say it was wrong. A good initiative on your part. Where are you, dear?”


“At the Hyatt near the airport.”


“Let me text you some information to get you started. Give me a few minutes.”


“Yes, sir.”


Travis came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist and caught the end of her conversation. “Are we in deep shit?”


“Nope. We’re getting new information in a few minutes.”


“Jeeze, I was hoping he’d send us packing.”


Annie giggled. “Some spy you are.” The waiter knocked on the door and Annie let him in with the breakfast tray.


Travis lifted one of the lids. “What did you order? I’m starving.”


“I know what you like to eat, Travis. We used to live together, remember?”


“Jeeze, girl, don’t make me fuckin crazy. I’m barely awake.” Travis began filling a plate and Annie answered her cell.


“Hey, Ty, how’s the show going?”


“Great, we’re cleaning up in two or three categories and Paulie is talking to a couple of buyers. Where are you? I thought you might drive up to FW for the day.”


“Umm… I had to work and I’m in DC for a couple of days.”


“Alone? You didn’t go alone, did you?”


“Nope. My partner is with me.”


“Are you with that fuckin Travis?”


“He’s my bodyguard, Tyler. Nothing else going on.”


“Like I believe that?”


“I’m asking you to believe it because it’s true. Don’t have another one of your snit fits. I’m working.”


“I want you to leave there right this minute and go home. No more work and no more Travis or we’re done.”


Annie let out a sigh. “Okay, we’re done.” She pressed end and ran into the ensuite.


 


Austin.


JESSE arrived at the Capitol and headed straight for the Governor’s office. He didn’t see any of his crew but maybe they were already inside.


“Mrs. Warburton, are my men here?”


“I believe they’re in Catherine’s office, Ranger Quantrall. This is so upsetting.”


“What about Lily? Have you seen her?”


“Is she the pretty blonde lady. Very tall?”


“Uh huh.”


“She went in there too.”


“Let me get them started, then I’ll speak to Catherine.” Jesse opened the door and couldn’t believe the state of the office. Every shelf emptied. Every drawer dumped. He shook his head hoping some of the rare leather-bound volumes chronicling Texas history weren’t damaged.


Carlos strode across the room, stood close and asked in a low voice, “Do we know what they were after, boss?”


“We do, and we have to make a plan. For now, you and Luke help Fletch review the tapes. I need to speak to Catherine.” He beckoned to Lily. “Lil, you’re with me.”


Jesse stepped into the outer office. “Which office is Catherine using?”


“I’ll show you, Ranger Quantrall. Follow me.” Mrs. Warburton led him down the hall and opened the door for him. “In here.”


Catherine looked up and smiled. “Jesse, you’re here. Did you see my office?” She glanced at Lily and raised an eyebrow.


“Trashed.” He leaned in close to her. “Where is it?”


“In my purse.”


Jesse held out his hand. “I’ll make a copy and put them in two separate places.”


Catherine opened her purse and handed it over. “I’m glad to be rid of it. It’s nerve-wracking.”


“Did the Chief talk to Gene about doubling up on your protection?”


“Uh huh. But if I don’t have the recording, I should be safe.”


“Whoever Royce sent to get it, thinks you have it, and will continue to think that.”


“That’s disturbing.”


“Isn’t it?” asked Jesse. “Lily will be staying in here with you for the rest of the day.”


“Jesse, I don’t need…”


Jesse pointed a finger. “What if you’d been in your office when they came?”


“They?” asked Catherine. “Do you think there’s more than one?”


“Absolutely, I do.”


“Okay,” said Catherine, “you win.” To Lily: “Help yourself to coffee.”


 


Costal Backwater.


BLAINE, MISTY and Casey climbed into the first boat with Tennessee Taylor at the helm. Misty sat close to Blaine and held his hand at first, a little nervous of the unknown and from time to time a strange look crossed her face. Blaine was picking up vibes from Tennessee too.


Casey sat in the bow and seemed interested in all aspects of the adventure, especially the bait. Blaine liked the kid and knew one thing for sure, he wasn’t leaving him on the beach when they left.


Farrell helped Mary into the second boat, waited for Neil to ask Whitey forty four questions Wikipedia couldn’t answer, then they pushed off from the dock and caught up.


About twenty minutes up the channel where the marsh grasses were high, and the banks of the channel were shaded by age old Cypress, Tennessee cut the motor. “This is a nice quiet spot for the girls to try their luck. Let’s bait the lines.”


The temperature had soared to over a hundred and with no breeze, sitting still in the sun was killer hot. Blaine pulled his t-shirt over his head and tucked it underneath him.


Tennessee watched with interest. “That’s some nice ink you got there, kid. You in a gang?”


“Used to be,” said Blaine. Talking about himself to strangers was something he never did.


Misty rubbed a gentle hand down Blaine’s tattooed arm. “Do you want some sun screen on, Beb?”


“I’m okay. I don’t burn easily.”


“You Latino?” Tennessee said it with a curl of his lip.


“That bother you?” asked Blaine.


“Course not.” Tennessee laughed it off and the fuse grew shorter. 


Misty let out a little squeal and pointed at a pair of eyes just above the surface of the water. “Is that a gator?”


“Good eye, Miss,” said Tennessee, “Ignore him and he’ll swim away. We don’t kill ‘em unless we have to—know what I mean?”


“No, I don’t,” said Misty.


 


FARRELL HOOKED a big bass and struggled a bit getting it close to the boat. Hollering out instructions that Farrell didn’t need or want, Whitey dropped to his knees, leaned over the side with the net and scooped the big lunker in.


“Nice fish,” said Whitey. “One of the biggest I’ve seen come out of this channel.”


Farrell smiled.


Mary took his picture holding the fish, then tucked her phone back into her purse. “Wow, it’s hot out here.” She dropped her hand over the side and stirred up the water.”


Casey jumped off his chair and grabbed her arm out of the water. “Don’t, Miss Mary.” He pointed across the channel. “Gator over there. Keep your hands in.”


“Oh, my god, Casey, I didn’t see it.”


Farrell noticed Whitey staring at Mary in her cut offs and midriff top and he wanted to deck him. “Want me to bait your line for you, Mary?”


“I can do it for her,” said Whitey, focused on Mary’s legs. “Don’t mind a bit.”


“I’ve got this.” Farrell took Mary’s line and reached for the bait.


“This is my first time fishing,” said Mary. “I spend too much time in an office. I love being outdoors and I’m having fun.”


 


LATE AFTERNOON and about a hundred and ten degrees when they returned to the rental place, they were all sweating hot, tired and hungry. The men unloaded the boats while the girls carried the rods to the truck.


“I need some ice for my fish and something to pack it in,” said Farrell.


“Get you a Styrofoam cooler,” said Whitey. He came back with a two dollar cooler half full of ice and said, “That’ll be ten bucks.”


“Right,” said Farrell and forked over a ten.


While they loaded up, a big guy headed their way from the shitty looking house next door. He swaggered across the short distance between the two falling-down buildings wearing a huge grin on his face. “How’d y’all do today? Y’all have a good time?”


“Yep, pretty good,” said Blaine. He pressed the key fob and unlocked the big diesel.


“Nice truck,” said the big guy. “Looks like y’all got a police radio in there.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “You doing a bit of recon?”


“Nope, just admiring your ride and glanced in the window. Nothing more to it.”


I bet. Better not be anything missing.


Farrell sauntered over to where the big guy was talking to Blaine. “You partners with these guys?”


He stuck a big hand out in Farrell’s direction. “I’m the boss, Big Dave Warren, and this is my little piece of paradise.”


“Nice to meet you, Big Dave,” said Farrell. “You boys seem to know a lot about the backwater.”


“Sure do. Pride ourselves on it, too. Tell your friends. We could use the business.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. He strode to the back of the truck and began loading in all their gear.


Heading back to the main road, Neil said, “Those fishing guys were weird.”


“Acting weird, bro,” said Farrell, “because those guys are up to their asses in something. There’s more going on back there than renting out mud boats.”


Blaine turned to Misty in the shotgun seat. “Anything to add, sweetheart?”


“The boat we were in had a dead person lying in the bottom of it.”


“When?” asked Blaine.


“Not long ago,” said Misty. “They haven’t crossed to the other side yet.”


Casey rolled his dark eyes.


 


BIG DAVE stood on the dirt road and watched the tail lights on the big diesel disappear into the bush. “Those guys are fuckin cops,” he hollered.


“Bullshit,” said Tennessee, “the Latino kid was a ganger. Covered in tats and he had a seal knife in his boot.”


“That kid was the one driving the truck, so it was his and I saw the fucking cop radio inside. That makes him a goddam cop.”


“He was no cop,” said Whitey and Big Dave shoved him out of the way and went into the office.


“Who paid for the boats?” Big Dave squeezed through the opening and went behind the makeshift counter.


“The kid did, with an Amex card.”


Big Dave pulled out the rental forms and thumbed through them. “Let me see his name.”


Tennessee stepped up to the plate and sorted out the paper. “This one.” He tapped it. “This is him.”


Big Dave concentrated as if he was having a hard time making out the signature. “Looks like B. Blackmore.”


Whitey snorted. “Know who that is, don’t y’all? That’s the fuckin super cop out of Austin.”


“Shut up, Whitey.” Big Dave backhanded Whitey across the head and knocked him into the wall.


“He’ll be back,” said Tennessee, “I’d put money on it.”


“If he comes back here, it’ll be his last fishing trip,” said Big Dave.


 


Washington. D.C.


ANNIE checked her phone and wrote down the address that showed up on the screen.


“Is that Royce’s Washington address?” asked Travis.


“Uh huh.”


“Why do I feel like we’re in over our heads?”


Annie shrugged.


“Do you have an order?” asked Travis, “Like what the hell we’re supposed to do?”


“Surveillance only… for now.”


“Okay,” said Travis. “Surveillance. I can live with that.”


 


Seadrift


HAVING SKIPPED lunch, the boys voted for steak and fries for dinner.


Mary and Misty wanted seafood. Mary read the options from the ap on her phone and they agreed on Bubba’s out on the highway.


“I’m happy to have any food,” said Casey. “I’m not used to eating much.”


“I’m used to eating regular,” said Neil, “but the food at my school isn’t as good as my Mom’s cooking.”


“I never had a Mom,” said Casey, “so I wouldn’t know.”


“Me neither,” said Neil, “but me and Farrell lucked out and got ourselves a Mom five or six years ago.”


“How?” asked Casey, “How did you get one?”


“I’ll explain it to you later,” said Neil.


Blaine ordered a round of drinks and was half way through his first Corona when Jesse called. “Hey, boss, how’s the Agency holding together without us?”


“One major problem.” Jesse explained about the Governor and what she’d done.


“So y’all are working and me and Farrell are the only ones not working?”


“Keep it that way for now,” said Jesse. “I don’t need you, but when I do, I’ll give you a couple hours’ notice and y’all can drive back.”


“Okay,” said Blaine, “but if things go down the shitter, don’t hesitate, Jesse.”


“Nope. I won’t.”


“What are we missing?” asked Farrell. “Sounds like fun.”


The server came for their order and Blaine said to Farrell, “Tell you later.”


 


Washington. D.C.


TRAVIS programmed the address Annie was given into the black Mercedes GLS she’d rented and had delivered to the hotel. They followed directions and tried to familiarize themselves with a city neither of them had been to before.


“Traffic seems to be a huge problem,” said Travis. “I’m always turning the wrong way.”


“That’s why we have to practice,” said Annie. “In case we need to get out of a certain area fast.”


“Jeeze,” said Travis, “that boosts my confidence.”


“I’ll be the one running,” said Annie. “All you have to do is drive.”


“His car is still at his condo and his security unit is sitting there,” said Travis. “I’d like to get a tag on the senator’s vehicle later if it’s possible, so we don’t lose him.”


“I need him somewhere else,” said Annie. “In a part of the city where there might be a lot of crime.”


“Cops would know that better than anybody else,” said Travis. “I’ll talk to the narcs tomorrow.”


“Good idea. In the meantime, while we’re waiting, let’s try another one of the recommended restaurants.”






 




CHAPTER FOUR


Thursday, June 18th.


 


Coastal Backwater.


BIG DAVE jerked open the door of Tennessee’s trailer and wrinkled his nose as the stink hit him in the face. He stuck his head in and hollered left towards the bedroom. “Ready to go? We gotta meet Delgato’s man at dawn and we can’t be late.”


“Yeah, I’m up.” Tennessee came to the door in his boxers and lit up a joint.


“Get some fuckin clothes on. We ain’t got time to asshole around.”


“Hey, I’m tired. Give me a minute.”


“I’ll be in the boat and if you ain’t there in three minutes, I’m leaving and cutting you out of your share.”


“Like hell you are.”


Dave ambled down to the dock where Whitey was waiting in the big jon boat with the motor running. He climbed in and sat down facing Whitey.


“We getting paid this morning for our last run?” asked Whitey.


“Should be,” said Dave, “We did our part perfect. He’s got no complaints.”


“What if he don’t feel like paying us and caps us instead?”


Dave shrugged. “Then I guess we wouldn’t be delivering his shit for him anymore, would we?”


“Guess not,” said Whitey. “If we was dead.”


Dave glanced towards Tennessee’s trailer and didn’t see any movement. “Take off, he ain’t coming.”


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE and Farrell sat on the wide porch of the beach house watching the sun come up over San Antonio Bay. Boat after boat sped by them coming south and heading into open water looking for bigger fish.


The screen door opened behind them and Casey wandered out with a mug in his hand. “Hey, guys. I didn’t know if anybody was up.”


“The girls are still sleeping,” said Farrell. “They were tired after their first day of channel fishing.”


Casey sat down on the steps and sipped his black coffee. “When Miss Misty, the voodoo princess, said the words about a dead person lying in the bottom of the boat, did you believe her?” He stared at Blaine for an answer. 


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “Sure did. Misty is a physic and she has visions. Sometimes she sees things she doesn’t want to see.”


Casey made a face. “I wouldn’t want to see dead bodies. Nope. Not doing it.”


Farrell grinned.


“So, if those fishing guys was floating a dead body somewhere, who’s gonna call them on it?” asked Casey. “What if it weren’t the first one they done?”


“Two good questions,” said Blaine. “We might have to make another trip to their little piece of paradise and ask a few probing questions.”


“I’ll stay here,” said Casey, “and watch out for the ladies.”


“Thanks, bro.” Farrell gave him a fist bump. “Nice of you.”


“What’s everybody talking about?” Neil came out and plopped down next to them.


“Talking about them.” Casey was on his feet, hollering and pointing at one of the boats speeding by. “That’s the Whitey guy whipping by right now. I can tell by his hair.”


Blaine stood up to get a better view of the boat heading towards open water. “Could have been. I’m not sure.”


“They had a jon boat at their dock,” said Farrell, “Big honkin motor on it.”


“Was them. I’m sure,” said Casey. “Nothing wrong with my eyes.”


“I didn’t notice,” said Neil. “I need to wake up a bit.”


“Only two of them,” said Blaine, “it wasn’t a charter. They must be doing something else.”


“Like picking up on Matagorda Island,” said Farrell. “Kamps talks about it all the time.”


Blaine raised a dark eyebrow. “Did you let anybody know?”


“I might have mentioned it to the Chief.”


 


Washington. D.C.


ANNIE AND TRAVIS had breakfast in their room at the hotel after Travis had a smoke on the balcony.


“We haven’t accomplished a damn thing, Annie-girl,” said Travis. “Just hanging around the Capitol city wasting time.”


“Hey, weren’t you the guy who said hanging around with me was never a waste of time?”


Travis chuckled. “I might have said that.”


Annie shook her head. “Eat your pancakes.”


Annie’s cell rang, and she nodded at Travis. This was it.


“The Lieutenant Governor of Texas passed away, dear. His funeral is later today, and that’s where you should be.”


“Yes, sir. Do I have time to make it?”


“Plenty of time. Your plane is waiting.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“My pleasure.”


Annie pressed end and said to Travis, “Shove those pancakes in your face, sugar pop, we’ve got a plane to catch.”


 


Austin.


JESSE and the Agency crew were already at the Capitol when the Governor arrived with Lily at her side at a quarter to nine.


“I’m only working until noon, then I have to get ready for the funeral and for the reception at the mansion,” said Catherine.


“Fine,” said Jesse. “Lil will stay with you in the spare office while you’re here, and Calhoun and I will be with you at the funeral.”


“I feel you’re making too much of this, Jesse.” Catherine held up a hand. “Not faulting your intentions, but I don’t see anything happening with my security doubled and Special Agent Wyman on high alert. You and the boys are supposed to be on vacation, and here y’all are working.”


Jesse’s phone signaled, and he answered. “Yep, be right there, Fletch.”


“What is it?” asked Catherine.


“Fletch thinks he found something. The cams have been tampered with.”


“Who would have access?” asked the Governor.


“Nobody but security personnel,” said Jesse. “And that compounds the problem. I’m heading down there now.” To Lil: “Take Mrs. Warburton with y’all and stay in the spare office until noon with the door locked.”


“Yeah, boss, we’re good,” said Lil as she took the Governor’s arm.


Catherine didn’t have a happy face.


 


THE SURVEILLANCE room in the basement of the Capitol was crowded with bodies when Jesse arrived. The head of building security, J.C. Putnam, was antsy about non-vetted personnel entering his domain and personally checked Jesse’s creds at the door.


“Ranger Quantrall, I believe you will find your man working at the back desk.” He turned and pointed. “This has never happened before, in all my years here at the Capitol. No one has ever broken into the Governor’s office.”


Not true. I know of one other time at least.


Jesse said nothing and made his way through the security men to find Fletcher. “What have you got, kiddo?”


“Watch this, boss.” Fletcher cued up a portion of the surveillance and then stopped it. “There. Did you see it?”


“Again?” Jesse moved closer, hunched down and peered over Fletcher’s shoulder and the film was there and gone. “Honestly, no,” said Jesse.


Fletch played it for the third time and Jesse couldn’t pick up on it. Fletcher was dynamite at his job. He’d spent hours finding this one second flaw. He tapped the time showing on the screen and said, “We need to find out who was on duty at three twenty a.m. and start with the guys on that shift.”


“Fantastic,” said Jesse. “Gene will want to handle it, so I’ll let him know right away. He knows the whole security team better than anyone and we’ve got more to do than interview his staff.”


Feeling they’d made headway, Jesse left Fletcher and was in the elevator on his way up when Lopez called. “Morning, Lieutenant, how’s your day going?”


“Ain’t worth a shit, Jesse.”


“And you can’t wait to tell me why?”


“I’ll tell you why. Three gang shootings this week. The little fuckers are out there running wild and capping each other because they know Blacky and Farrell ain’t on them.”


“Shit,” said Jesse. “Drug related?”


“Always.”


“I’ll talk to the Chief later. I’ll see him at the Lieutenant Governor’s funeral.”


“Yeah, see and that too.” Lopez was pissed. “I got all kinds of squads tied up on fuckin crowd control and the dealers know it. Dozens of them will be downtown in broad daylight today slinging dope in every direction.”


“Won’t the narcs help you out?”


“They’re trying.”


“Wish I could help you,” said Jesse. “I’ll do what I can to help you hold the line.”


 


Seadrift.


“NEIL, you’re in charge of entertaining Casey and Mary,” said Farrell. “Play Frisbee on the beach and go for a long jog. See if there’s any great bars or seafood places along the beach we can hit later.”


“I’m down with beach time,” said Neil. “Maybe me and Casey will meet hot chicks and take them out for drinks later.”


Casey nodded.


“I’m writing up a report on the area for our travel writer at the paper,” said Mary. “I need to do a lot of exploring and the boys can help me.”


“We should be back by lunch,” said Blaine. “I’ll take y’all somewhere nice to eat, and then y’all can do some shopping. Casey could use a change of clothes.”


“The kid needs shoes,” mumbled Farrell on the way to the truck.


 


Coastal Backwater.


BLAINE PARKED the truck next to the rental office and Farrell pointed at the closed sign. Black marker scrawled on a torn piece of cardboard.


Closed. Back at noon.


“Ten after ten,” said Farrell. “Think that was these same guys in the boat Casey saw?”


Blaine hopped out of the truck and looked towards the dock. “Could have been, the jon boat ain’t here.”


“Damn,” said Farrell. “Maybe the kid was right. What the hell are they doing?”


Blaine helped Misty down from the sidestep and held her in his arms for a long moment. “I love you, Mist. Want to walk around a bit and see what shakes out?”


She giggled. “There is so much ugly stuff swirling around here it’s hard to sort out.”


“Yeah? You didn’t say that before.”


“It’s all mixed up,” said Misty. “Let me check the boat again.”


They strolled down to the water and Misty walked to the end of the dock. She squatted down beside the mud boats and held on to the side with one hand. She sat that way for a couple of minutes, then began talking in the low voice.


Blaine knelt down beside her to hear what she was saying.


I’m so happy she can talk again.


“Fight. Big fight. Three against one.”


“What was the fight about?” asked Blaine in a whisper.


“Money. The man in the suit wanted money for the boats.”


“Wonder where they bought the boats?” asked Farrell.


“Take pictures of the registry numbers,” said Blaine. “I’ll find out where the boats came from.”


“Hey, what are you guys doing near my boats?” a voice hollered from the trees a little way up the hill. Tennessee stomped out of his trailer with the skinny woman behind him and headed for the dock.


“Just wondering where y’all bought these cool mud boats,” said Blaine. “Think I might get me one.”


“Place in Houston,” said Tennessee. “Big boat dealer there. All kinds of boats.”


The skinny woman walked away. She turned and headed for the dilapidated house.


“Why is the rental office closed if y’all are here?” asked Farrell.


“You ask a lot of questions.” Tennessee took a stance in front of Farrell. “Y’all are cops, ain’t ya?”


“Cops go fishing just like everybody else,” said Blaine.


“Well, I got work to do, so I got no more time for cop questions.” Tennessee turned around and swaggered back to his rusted out trailer half hidden in the bush. He went inside the slammed the door behind him.


“Nice guy,” said Farrell with a wink.


“Let’s try the woman,” said Blaine. “She looked iffy.”


“She’s in tough shape,” said Farrell. “Meth—looks like Becca used to look when she was using.”


Farrell knocked on the door and the woman opened it right away. “Want to rent a boat?”


She was wearing shorts and a halter top, black and blue bruises covering most of her body. Her three-color hair was matted and twisted into an elastic and her eyes told the tale. She was high and the minute she opened the door she began raving about how mean Big Dave was to her.


Blaine took stock of her injuries and from personal experience figured her ribs were broken from the way she was standing in front of them all hunched over. “Do you want to go to the hospital, ma’am?”


“I ain’t no ma’am. I’m Tanya.”


“You need a doctor, Tanya,” said Blaine. “You’re injured.”


“Ain’t going. Got no insurance.”


“Where’s Big Dave now?” asked Farrell.


“Went with Whitey.”


“Where did they go?”


“Picking up,” she said and leaned on the door frame for support.


Farrell wiped the sweat off his forehead and moved into the shade. It was going to be a scorcher.


Blaine pressed her. “Why didn’t Tennessee go with them?”


“Too slow. Big Dave is pissed and he’s gonna cut Tenn out of his share.”


“Who are they working for, Tanya?” asked Blaine.


“Umm…” She squinted her eyes shut, then opened them and shook her head. “Can’t think of it right off.”


Blaine took a card out of his wallet and handed it to her. “If Big Dave hurts you again, you can call me. I’ll help you.”


“Why the hell would you?”


 


Austin.


JESSE stood in the foyer of the Governor’s mansion and watched Catherine descend the curved staircase. She was stunning in a black designer suit and a big black hat. Maybe it was the same outfit she’d worn to the previous funeral, but he didn’t think so. Not that he noticed what women were wearing too much, but he could tell good quality from a cheap imitation.


He pointed to the sitting room where Carlos, Lily and Luke were waiting.


“What’s going on?” asked Catherine.


Jesse closed the French doors to give them some privacy. “Just a couple of things before we leave,” said Jesse. “Presuming that while you’re at the church it might be a good time to search your private quarters, I’m asking permission to put Lily and Luke inside and Carlos outside the door.”


Catherine frowned. “Really? Come on, Jesse. Do you know how many staff members are buzzing around here all the time?”


“I do know,” He leaned an elbow on the fireplace careful not to knock off some precious heirloom belonging to the state. “and with all the added activity preparing for the reception, it would be the perfect time to send someone in unnoticed.”


“Oh,” said Catherine. “I see your point. Of course, they can go in. Get them set up and then we have to go.”


With the team in position, Jesse escorted Catherine to the limo and handed her into the back seat. He nodded to Gene Wyman who was standing beside his SUV ready to follow. His team had doubled in numbers and was ready to roll.


 


MEDIA numbers were just as much a problem at this funeral as it had been at the last. It seemed everybody needed pictures of a state funeral. Lieutenant Governor Stokes was dead and the question on everybody’s minds was who would replace him? The Texas Senate would elect a new President and that person would become the Lieutenant Governor of Texas, if Jesse understood it correctly. Politics was not his forte. His greatest fear and one he shared with Catherine, was that Senator Royce would rally enough support to win the position.


Although it was only a few blocks to the church, it took more than half an hour to get to a point where Agent Roderick would consider letting the Governor out of the limo.


A sea of reporters stood outside the church and shouted questions as Jesse escorted Catherine inside. Already packed with family, dignitaries, media people and looky-loos, Jesse steered the Governor to a reserved section of pews near the front, a few rows behind the Stokes family. Jesse didn’t know the family, but there seemed to be a large turnout.


The service was lengthy and formal. When the minister was done his part, Stokes’ brother gave the eulogy, then other dignitaries from all over the state of Texas were called upon to speak.


Catherine was last. Jesse escorted her to the lectern, returned to his seat, then fetched her when she was finished. Her speech was moving and well written. Sounded a lot like Blacky.


A final hymn, a long prayer and the service was over.


 


ANNIE and Travis landed at Austin-Bergstrom, rushed to get ready for the funeral then arrived late and couldn’t get anywhere near the church. Austin PD had cordoned off several blocks around the grid-locked area and were letting no one through.


“Let’s go straight to the cemetery,” said Annie.


“Recon would be good,” said Travis, “to see what you’re up against. I’ve been to Austin Hills once before and there are a lot of mature trees if I remember correctly.”


“Trees are good.”


Travis drove through the gate, circled around and Annie watched for the freshly dug grave. “There it is.”


“Okay,” said Travis. He drove on by and parked two rows over close to a tall ash.


“Good enough,” said Annie. “Think I’ll look at the tombstones while we wait.”


Travis made a face. “Don’t do that, Annie-girl. It’s creepy.”


“No, it isn’t,” said Annie, “I love reading the names.” She was on her little walk-about when the funeral procession began arriving. Close behind the cars transporting the Stokes family was the Governor’s limo and then her security.


Annie watched as Jesse stepped out of the limo, helped Catherine out, and then Chief Calhoun appeared on the other side of the car.


Annie ducked behind a wide tombstone, so they wouldn’t see her.


“What are you doing?” asked Travis.


“Hiding. Pass me my rifle. I’ve got to get to my tree.”


“He ain’t here,” said Travis, “don’t think he’s coming.


“Shit,” said Annie and her cell rang. Tyler. “Double shit.”


“Where are you, baby?” asked Ty.


“We broke up, remember?”


“Can you come to Boots for a drink tonight? I want to talk.”


“I’m at a funeral, Ty. How about nine tonight?”


“Nine is good. I want some truck time to say I’m sorry.”


“See you at nine.”


Annie turned, and Travis was glaring at her. “I know. He said we were done because of you, and now he wants to rethink it.”


“Give it up, Annie. Ty is a hot-headed cowboy and jealous as a green fuckin snake, just like his brother, Jesse.”


“But he loves me, and I don’t have anybody else.”


“You have me,” mumbled Travis.


 


FROM the interment at the graveside, the mourners moved on to Colorado Street and the media was light years ahead of them. Jesse rode in the back of the limo with Catherine and Chief Calhoun. He peered out the tinted window at the congestion on the street and said, “Look at this mess.”


Catherine leaned forward to talk to her driver. “Roddy, can you get through? They didn’t leave much room.”


“I think I can make it, Governor. Slow and easy. I don’t want to scratch up my baby.”


“I think the state can afford to fix a scratch, Roddy. Don’t worry about it.”


Halfway down the street a shot rang out and Jesse hollered, “Stop. Let me out.” He jumped out the backdoor with Chief Calhoun on his heels and did a three-sixty. “Where did it come from?” hollered Jesse.


“Did you see the shooter?” hollered the Chief.


“Nope, just heard it, and it was close.” Jesse circled the limo and pointed. “Too fuckin close. Look at the hole in the fuckin flag.”


“Jesus Christ,” said the Chief as he moved closer to take a look.


There was yelling across the road and men in dark suits were running in every direction. “Gene saw something.” Jesse waved his arm. “They’re chasing somebody down.”


“Get Catherine inside the mansion,” said the Chief, “and stay with her. Let Wyman handle the shooter for now.”


“Yeah, we better get inside,” said Jesse. He hopped into the back of the limo and took Catherine’s hand. The Governor looked a little pale.


“We’re they shooting at me?” asked Catherine.


“Don’t know,” said Jesse.


Yep, they were. Close too.


As soon as Calhoun was in and the door was closed, Jesse said, “Let’s get her inside the residence, Agent Roderick.”


“That’s what I was thinking, Ranger Quantrall.”


Special Agent Roderick parked as close as he could to the front entrance, hopped out and opened the back door of the limo. Catherine was a little shaky as Jesse held her arm and helped her up the steps to the front door.


“Take a couple of deep breaths,” said Jesse. “We’ll get through the day.”


“I need a glass of wine,” said the Governor. “Never mind a glass. I need the whole fucking bottle.”


Jesse chuckled. “Let’s go straight to the bar.”


“I’m with you.”


“I wish the short fuse was here. I’m no good without him in a crisis. He’s my strength.”


“And your shield,” said Jesse. “He soaks up a lot of flak.”


“I haven’t called him. He needs a break so bad after the last fiasco, but I can’t say I didn’t want to.”


“I’ve been talking to him,” said Jesse. “He’s laying low with Farrell, but they’ll be back before you know it.”


“Won’t be soon enough for me.”


They were crossing the large reception room, heading for the bar in the corner, when Mrs. Stokes came in with her children supporting her on either side.


Catherine turned towards the bereaved widow and said, “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Stokes. Templeton was a good man.”


Mrs. Stoked pointed a finger and said, “He died because of you, Governor Campbell. He had a stroke in your office because you were working him too hard. He always complained about how much work you were shoving onto him.”


“That’s not true, but I’m sorry you feel that way.”


In order to avoid an even more embarrassing scene, Jesse propelled Catherine to the bar and left the Stokes family standing in the middle of the room.


“Shit,” said Catherine. “I’d love to tell her what her husband was really doing, but I can’t. What a day this is.”


Jesse handed her a glass of white wine. “Sit over there where I can keep an eye on you.”


“Mrs. Stokes was out of line,” said Chief Calhoun as he waited for his bourbon. “She’ll apologize later.”


Catherine leaned in closer. “We all know why he had the stroke. He couldn’t take the pressure Royce was putting on him.”


Jesse smiled and didn’t turn his head. “Here comes the esteemed Senator now.”


Royce made a beeline for the bar and Jesse and the Chief were ready for him.


“Senator, nice to see you,” said Jesse. Calhoun nodded and sipped his bourbon.


“Ranger Quantrall, Chief,” said Royce. He took a single malt from the bartender and kept on talking. “I’m glad you shut down that fucking Latino vigilante, Chief, but it wasn’t in time was it? Not quick enough to save my wife or my son.”


“You don’t want to get into that here and now, do you, Senator?” asked the Chief. “You might not like what my opinions are on the subject.”


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE went straight to his laptop when they returned to the beach house. The registration numbers from the mud boats led him to Gulf Marine in Houston. Their web page had a contact number for customer service and Blaine called.


“This is Ranger Blaine Blackmore calling, I’d like to speak to the manager please.”


“That would be Mr. Higgins. Hold on.”


A voice came on the line and the man sounded like he’d sold a lot of boats—friendly and outgoing. “Ranger Blackmore, a pleasure. How can I help you?”


“Maybe I can help you, Mr. Higgins. First a question, did you have an employee go missing a while ago?”


Pause. “Yes, we did, and as the days go by with no word from him, I’m extremely concerned. My finance manager, Kurt Martinez, is missing. Do you have information?”


“Possibly, sir. Did you file a missing persons’ report on Mr. Martinez?”


“Not me personally, but Kathy did, his wife. Kurt is a stand up guy and he’s never gone off anywhere without telling his wife. She’s beyond worried.”


“Understandable,” said Blaine. “The day Mr. Martinez disappeared, do you know where he was going?”


“As I told Detective Washburn, Kurt had a list of three or four customers who were delinquent on their payments. He’d done the reminders and the phone calls, but once in a while he’d go out in person and give the customer a last chance to catch up before we repo’d the boats.”


“Uh huh. And that’s what he was doing,” said Blaine. “Do you have the names on his list for that day?”


“Detective Washburn asked me the same thing, and no, Kurt had been with me for years and he worked independently. I couldn’t have asked for a better finance manager.”


“Okay, coming at it from a different direction,” said Blaine, “do y’all have a current repo list?”


“I do. I’ve been trying to do the finance job myself hoping Kurt would show up.”


“Would you mind emailing me that list, sir?”


“Are you working on Kurt’s case, Ranger Blackmore?”


“It fell to me by chance, Mr. Higgins, and I may have something.”


“Should I let Detective Washburn know?”


“I’ll do that right away,” said Blaine. “One other thing. What was Mr. Martinez driving?”


“A white Nissan Maxima.”


Blaine jotted it down. It would be easy to get the tag number from DPS. “Thanks for your help, and I’ll be in touch.”


“I’m thankful y’all are on this, Ranger Blackmore. Frankly, I’m worried.”


Kurt Martinez is dead, and I know who killed him.


His next call was to Missing Persons in Houston. He spoke to Detective Washburn and had a copy of the Martinez file forwarded to his email.


 


Austin.


JESSE and Chief Calhoun transported the suspect Special Agent Gene Wyman and his men had chased down and caught a few blocks from Colorado Street. They didn’t find the gun, but Gene had men searching every inch of the streets around the capital for it.


Before leaving the Governor’s mansion, Jesse checked on his crew in Catherine’s private quarters and nothing had happened upstairs. He assigned Lily to shadow Catherine until he returned, and Luke and Carlos to monitor activity in the reception room, foyer and near the stairs in case anyone tried to gain access.


“I’m calling my brother to bring the dogs to me,” said Jesse. “As soon as Ty gets to headquarters, I’ll send Fletch with the dogs and the suspect’s shirt. We need the gun.”


“We’ll be ready, boss,” said Luke.


At headquarters, Jesse booked the guy on attempted murder charges. His prints came up in the system from the DoD. He had served in the military—Dean Hammett, thirty-six years old, address in east Austin, no criminal record.


He escorted Mr. Hammett to room one and attached his cuffs to the table. “Coffee?”


“Yeah, I could use one.”


“I’ll be right back.” Jesse strode down the hall to the lunchroom, poured two coffees and returned.


He sat down across from Dean Hammett and set up the interview on the recorder. He looked Dean over and there was nothing exceptional. Not too tall. Muscular guy with short brown hair, wearing jeans and an army t-shirt. Average. Nothing outstanding about the guy and that made him a perfect sniper. He’d blend in with any crowd.


“Let’s talk about what happened today,” said Jesse. He took a sip of his coffee and set the cup down. “Tell me why you took a shot at Governor Campbell.”


“I can’t tell you anything, sir. Sorry.”


“You following orders?”


“I can’t say.”


“Did someone send you to kill the Governor, or did you just get up this morning and decide to do it on your own?”


“I can’t say.”


“I bet the person who sent you will be pissed that you botched up the job and got your self caught.” Jesse watched for a flicker of a reaction and saw one in Dean’s eyes. Yep, he was scared of somebody.


“It might be best if I asked for a lawyer,” said Dean. “Can I have one?”


Jesse nodded. “Sure can, it’s your right.”


“Okay, I need a lawyer.”


 


CARLOS watched as the guests gave their condolences to the Lieutenant Governor’s family. They seemed to do that first, then they filled plates at the buffet and drank numerous free drinks at the bar. Same thing all afternoon and no disturbances, but he wasn’t letting his guard down. Jesse was sure they needed to be there, and the boss was seldom wrong.


Things were winding down. The Stokes family were in the foyer saying goodbye to several guests. The Governor stood with a glass of wine in her hand near the window chatting to two men in suits—probably senators—and Lily stood close by. She hadn’t been more than two steps away from Catherine all afternoon.


The conversation ended, the men walked away, and Senator Royce approached Governor Campbell. Carlos began his journey across the room trying to appear relaxed and casual. He was hurrying but trying not to look like it.


Royce was saying, “You’d be wise to hand it over, Governor. I’ll get it one way or another and it would be better for your well-being if you cooperated. I always get what I want.” He grabbed Catherine’s arm and twisted it.


She jerked away from him and cried out, “Ow,” you’re hurting me.” Her wine glass dropped from her other hand and crashed to the floor as she pulled away from Royce. 


Lily was there before Carlos. She swept Royce’s leg, and he hit the floor with a grunt. Lily was on him in a flash and drove her fist into his throat. He moaned, and his head lolled to the side. Lily rolled him over and Carlos was there with the cuffs.


Carlos took Lil’s place, shoved a knee into the Senator’s back and snapped the cuffs on him.


“Call Jesse,” said Lil and ran to Catherine who had flopped onto a velvet loveseat and was rubbing her arm.


“Let’s go to the powder room.” Lil zipped the Governor out the closest door and into one of the main floor bathrooms.


“Thank you, Lily, and I mean that. Royce was scaring me.”


“The boys have him and Jesse will charge him. I’m sure of it. This is a good chance to give Royce a dose of reality and the boss will want to make a point.”


Catherine splashed cold water on her face and dabbed at her red eyes with a linen towel. “Royce will have an attorney at his side in seconds and be out of jail so fast.”


“Don’t be too sure,” said Lily. “Jesse has a whole other side. A tough side you’ve never seen.”


Catherine raised an eyebrow. “I’d like to see that. I admire Jesse Quantrall greatly.”


 


JESSE stepped out of interrogation room one into the hallway and came face to face with Senator Royce in handcuffs. He smiled at Carlos and glared at Royce, noticing the bruise starting to color on his throat.


Lily.


“What are we charging the senator with, Deputy Rios?”


“Assault on the Governor of Texas, threatening, disturbing the peace, public drunkenness, and anything else you want to add, boss.”


“I’ll think of a couple more on the way to booking.”


“I want to call my attorney,” said Royce. “You clowns are in more trouble than you can imagine.”


Jesse laughed and winked at Carlos. “Right now, Senator, the law is on the side of the clowns.”


 


Seadrift.


FARRELL sat on the porch, stared out at the boats bobbing on the sparkling water in the bay and called Annie to say hi. “Hey, Mom, I’m missing you a lot, but we’re having a time down here at the Gulf. Blacky got us a house looking right at San Antonio Bay and the beach isn’t crowded. Neil loves fishing and he’s got a new buddy.”


“Did he meet somebody?”


“He’s a runaway about sixteen and he was hiding in the house when we got here. I think we’re bringing him home.”


“Oh, do that. Can’t wait to meet him. What’s his name?”


“Casey.”


“I’m excited,” said Annie.


“I knew you would be, Mom.”


“You guys needed a break so bad. Try to get Blaine to rest a bit. He drives himself so hard.”


And he’s working on a case right this minute.


“Tell me what’s going on,” said Farrell. “I know Blacky’s trying his best not to call, because then we’d be going home in a nanosecond.”


“Yeah, you would be.”


“Okay, don’t tell me. What are you doing with those two tags I ran?”


“Getting locates on those two tonight. Nothing much. Knowing where the players are. That’s all.”


“Are those guys more gunnies?”


“Guys Royce was tight with, but we didn’t know who they were.”


“Okay, be careful.”


“I will. I have Travis with me. Love you, baby.”


“Love you, Mom.”


Mary caught the end of the conversation and rolled her eyes. She didn’t understand Farrell’s relationship with Annie and it was a point between them that wasn’t resolved. Might never be.


Blaine stepped out onto the porch and lit up a smoke. “Got the name of the missing guy. He was the finance officer for the boat dealership.”


“Aw, shit,” said Farrell, “Misty is never wrong, is she?”


“Batting a thousand, so far,” said Blaine. “But we’ll never find him if those bandits dumped him in the channel. The gators would get rid of him in minutes.”


“We going back there?” asked Farrell.


“Everything we have is circumstantial. We need to find the white Nissan.”


“That what the dude was driving?”


Blaine nodded. “They could have sold it the next day. I’ll put a flag on the plate and see where it is if it’s still in the system.”


“Dave probably changed the plates before he sold it, but maybe Tanya saw the car,” said Farrell. “We could ask her if she wasn’t too high.”


“Possible,” said Blaine. “We need a plan.”


 


Austin.


JESSE and Fletcher met Tyler in the parking lot at DPS. They transferred Red and Bluebelle to Fletcher’s truck and he headed to Colorado Street.


Back inside headquarters, Jesse tapped on Jamie’s office door and waited until she invited him in. She greeted him with a dazzling smile.


“I heard you were here, but I didn’t want to interrupt.”


“Yeah, it’s been a busy day.” He told her about the guy shooting at Catherine.


“He’s downstairs waiting on a PD?”


Jesse nodded. “And I’ve got Senator Royce in room two waiting for his attorney to show up from Waco.”


Jamie checked her watch. “You’re going to be here late tonight. Have you eaten?”


“No, but I need to. Could you go with me before you go home?”


“Sure. I’m almost done for today. We’ll grab a bite, then you can come back for the interview. Come to my place later if you’re not too tired.” She gave him a glance, then said, “No. Go home. You’ve been working too long today already. I can see the signs now.”


Jesse smiled. “My caretaker.”


“Hey, somebody has to do it.”


Jesse returned from the steak house two streets over from headquarters feeling considerably stronger. He checked the interview room and Royce was gone. A couple of inquiries and Ranger Ruskin relayed the story. Royce’s attorney couldn’t make it until the following morning. The interview had been moved to eleven the next day.


“Good enough,” said Jesse. He left and on the drive home checked in with Catherine.


“All good, Jesse. Gene and one of his men are in the house with me. I’m secure in my apartment and not going out.”


“Great. Senator Royce is a guest of DPS tonight and I’m interviewing him at eleven tomorrow. We’ll catch up after that’s over.”


“I’m anxious to hear his explanation,” said Catherine, “and thanks for being there for me today. I never would have made it through without you.”


“You’re welcome.”


 


FLETCHER parked at the mansion and hoofed it inside to see who was helping him with the dogs. Luke volunteered and was ready to go in seconds.


“Let’s do it,” said Luke. “We have to find the gun for the boss.”


The dogs had ridden in the back of the truck with Dean Hammett’s t-shirt between them on the seat, so they’d had a good chance to become familiar with the scent.


The boys leashed the dogs and let them out of the truck.


Special Agent Gene Wyman was in the parking lot with a couple of his men who’d searched the whole area. “Mind if we jog along. I’d like to see what they can find that we couldn’t. We were thorough.”


“Sure,” said Fletch. Red stuck his nose in the air and he was off and running.


Two blocks away, Red ran into the backyard of a two-storey house and scratched at the door of the garden shed next to the back fence.


Gene was out of breath when he caught up. “I’ll get permission to open the door.” He knocked on the patio doors at the back of the house and the home owner came into the yard.


“We heard about the shot that was fired,” he said, “but I didn’t see anybody in the yard.”


“He was running,” said Gene. “Can we look in your shed for the gun? The dog says it’s in there.”


The guy smiled down at Red. “If this big beauty says so, you better look.”


Fletcher pulled the door open and the rifle was laying on the floor of the shed. He carefully wrapped it in his jacket and closed the shed door. “Thank you, sir. Appreciate it.”


Luke gave biscuits to both dogs.


 


Giddings.


ANNIE needed to be in Austin for surveillance, but she drove all the way to Boots and Saddles south of Giddings to have a drink with Tyler first. He was waiting with a pitcher and two glasses in his favorite booth. He grinned when he saw her walk across the dance floor. “I love you, baby, and I’m sorry I’m such a jealous prick.”


Jesse has said those exact words to me.


Annie slid in across from Tyler. Sitting next to his hot sexy body was a bad idea if they were breaking up for good. “You said we were finished, Ty, and I believed you. Which is it? Finished or you were only kidding?”


“I wasn’t kidding at the time, baby, but I was being a fuckin jerk. That’s what it was. I know you and Travis are done and he’s only your bodyguard now. Sometimes I think bad thoughts because I love you so goddam much.”


“Okay,” said Annie. “Next time you say mean shit to me is the last time, Ty. The last time.”


Tyler leaned across the table and kissed her. “One pitcher and we’re going to the truck. I want to show you how nice I can be.”


“I already know how nice you can be, Ty. That’s the only reason I’m here. I love you, but I won’t let you keep hurting me. Understand?”


“I’m ready to move to Coulter-Ross if you still want me to.”


“What about Charity. Can you leave her?”


“That’s been my biggest problem so far.”


“Take a few more days,” said Annie. “See how it plays out.”


“I don’t deserve how nice you are to me after I was a dickwad to you.” Ty tipped up his glass and finished it. “Want to dance?”


 


Austin.


ANNIE left Tyler at Boots and Saddles and met Travis in Austin at the Agency. They followed the trackers on the SUV’s that had met with Royce at his wife and son’s funeral.


“We know their names now, but we need Blacky to find out who the hell they are and what they’re doing for Royce,” said Travis.


“It looks like they’re both headed to the same place tonight,” said Annie. “Maybe they’re having a meeting.”


Travis drove through the city and they ended up at Poker King in Round Rock.


“Interesting,” said Annie. “I need pictures of these two guys, then maybe I can make some progress.


“Work on that tomorrow,” said Travis. “Time to sleep.”


 


JESSE was asleep when he got the call from Fletcher. “Red found the gun, boss. Taking it to headquarters.”


“Fantastic. Leave the dogs at the Agency with Rick and Andy. I’ll pick them up tomorrow.”


“Roger that, boss.”






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Friday, June 19th.


 


Seadrift.


“EVERYBODY ready for day two of channel fishing?” asked Blaine. “You girls don’t have to go again. I know you weren’t too impressed the first time we went.”


“But now, we’re going for a reason and we’re watching the bad guys,” said Mary. “It’s going to be way more fun.”


“But if we spook them, it might be dangerous,” said Farrell. “I don’t want the girls to go.”


“I’m going,” said Mary. “This might make a super story for my column.”


“Farrell’s right about spooking those jerks. We already know they’re killers.” Blaine turned to look at Misty. “Maybe you should stay here, sweetheart. Spend the day on the beach.”


She shook her blonde curls. “I should go. What if I pick up on something that could be evidence. That’s what y’all need.”


“That would be helpful,” said Blaine, “but I don’t want you or Mary getting hurt.” He glanced at both the girls and they weren’t wavering. “Okay, we’re all going.”


“I’m pumped,” said Casey, “Me and Neil are like the Hardy Boys solving a case.”


Blaine chuckled. “Yeah, okay, Hardy Boys. Let’s do it.”


It took them a half hour to get to the rental place and during that time, Blaine had cautioned the girls and Neil and Casey about mentioning anything that would set the rental guys off.


“All we’re gonna talk about is fishing, and the hot weather, and the snakes and gators, and like that,” said Neil. “We got it down, don’t we, Case?”


Casey gave Neil a fist bump. “I’m so down, brother, and I got yo back.”


Blaine smiled. Yeah, like they needed another Neil? Yeah, they did. Annie would be thrilled.


When they arrived, Blaine parked the truck and couldn’t help cautioning them again.


Farrell walked around to the front of the rental shack and the door was open. “Anybody want to rent us a boat?” he hollered.


Whitey appeared out of nowhere. “Hey, the cops are back.”


“We’re on vacay and we want to fish,” said Blaine. “Got anything to say, say it. Otherwise, get us a fuckin boat.”


Whitey held up a hand. “No need to get testy, cop. Whitey will take you fishing.” He eyed Misty and Mary like he’d been doing the first time.


“Big Dave around?” asked Farrell.


“He ain’t up yet,” said Whitey. “Hard night.”


Farrell grinned. “Had a few of those myself.”


“Get y’all’s gear,” said Whitey. “I’m up for a run up the channel.”


“Don’t we need another guide?” asked Blaine.


Whitey shrugged. “Tennessee’s taking a day off.”


“He was taking a day off yesterday,” said Farrell. “Don’t he work anymore?”


Whitey grinned. “Guess not. I ain’t the boss and I don’t give a flying fuck what the other employees do.”


“Right,” said Farrell. “Y’all seen Tennessee today?”


“Course I seen him. We had breakfast beers together on the fuckin dock.”


“Long as he’s okay,” said Farrell.


“Why wouldn’t he be?”


Farrell shrugged. “My only concern is for his wellbeing.”


“That cop talk?” asked Whitey.


“Just people talk,” said Farrell. “Regular people.”


“Y’all ain’t regular people,” said Whitey as he scribbled on the rental agreement. “Y’all are cops. Different breed altogether.”


“You’re wrong,” said Blaine, “but everybody is entitled to an opinion.”


Whitey jogged down to the dock. “Why don’t y’all take a minute for a smoke and give me a chance to clean out the boats. By then, Big Dave will be up and running.”


Farrell sat down on the grass and lit up a smoke. “No problem. We got no time constraints.”


“What’s them constraints?” asked Whitey.


“Pressing engagements looming large,” said Neil and cast a furtive glance at Casey.


“I ain’t got none neither.” He laughed and started shoveling fish guts out of the bottom of the mud boat into a rusty pail.


 


Austin.


JESSE arrived at headquarters at ten forty-five with Starbuck’s coffee for Chief Calhoun. He tapped twice, then opened the door of the Chief’s office and set the tray and the bag of crullers on the desk. “Royce almost ready to rock?”


“Attorney’s not here yet but should be soon.” The Chief reached into the bag and helped himself to a walnut cruller. “I love these. Don’t tell my wife I’m eating carbs—sugar coated carbs. She’ll kill me dead—then we’ll have another fuckin open homicide.”


“Wouldn’t be open long if we knew she did it.” Jesse tossed his head back and snorted.


“You talking to the shooter again today?”


“Good news on that front. Red found the gun for us. Fletch brought it in last night.”


“Nobody told me,” said the Chief, “but that’s great news. Red is amazing.”


A tap on the door, and Ranger Ruskin announced the arrival of Senator Royce’s attorney. “I’ll be right there, June,” said Jesse. “Give us room two.”


“I’ll sit in,” said the Chief. “Show the asshole we’re not fooling around.”


“Thanks, Chief,” said Jesse. “This will be one big stall.”


Jesse and the Chief entered room two and Jesse introduced the Chief first and then himself to Royce’s attorney.


Phillip Douglas-Smith was a short, pudgy man with only a few strands of hair left, round apple cheeks and a prominent nose. His gray suit fit him poorly and he seemed flustered. His reputation for being well-prepared and highly organized seemed to have gone out the window.


The recorder was set up and ready to go and Douglas-Smith had already stated that his client would answer only the questions he allowed.


“Let’s begin,” said Chief Calhoun. “I have Governor Campbell’s statement here in my hand and she says you approached her at the Lieutenant Governor’s funeral reception and demanded that she give you a recording of a conversation that took place in her private office. When she refused, you threatened her, then grabbed her arm and physically hurt her.”


“I didn’t hurt her,” said Royce with a grin. “I barely touched her. She made that up.”


“We have pictures of the bruising on her arm,” said Jesse, “and there were witnesses both to the threats and to the assault. My people were close by and will testify to what they saw you do.”


Douglas-Smith held up his hand. “Senator Royce will not be answering anymore questions at this time. He has an arraignment in half an hour. I believe he should be transported to the courthouse.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


BIG DAVE wandered towards the dock just as Whitey finished cleaning out the second boat. “Well, well,” he said with a sneer, “repeat customers. The cops must have been satisfied with their first taste of channel fishing and couldn’t wait to come back for more.” Dave laughed an ugly laugh and never took his eyes off Blaine.


Farrell’s cell signaled a text as he was helping load the boat and he stood on the dock to read the message.


“Need DL pics of the two guys I sent you.”  


“Mom, wait until I come home.”


“Playing poker tonight. Recon only. No worries.”


“I am worried.”


 


BLAINE glanced at Farrell, saw his brother texting and saw the look on Farrell’s face but Farrell didn’t share. Had to be Annie. Something was going on that Farrell didn’t want to tell him about. Must be bad. He’d ask him later.


 Once the boats were loaded they pushed off and headed north, deep into the maze of backwater channels. Still early, but the day was hot, and humidity was high. If Big Dave didn’t kill them, the heat and the bugs would.


We never should have brought the girls.


Blaine sat facing Big Dave and the idiot yakked and laughed without letup. Misty inched closer to Blaine on the hard bench seat and he could tell Dave was giving off vibes that were bothering her. Casey watched Big Dave like a hawk with fear in his young eyes. The air was charged with tension and danger and the kid was scared.


“Where’s Tennessee today?” asked Blaine. “Didn’t see him around this morning.”


“He’s busy.”


“Doing what?”


Dave shrugged it off. “Whatever.” Dave leaned closer to Misty and said, “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever had in this boat. If I had your picture on a sign—like up on a huge billboard—I’d be getting myself a lot more business.”


Misty cast a pleading look at Blaine.


Blaine turned to Dave and said, “Shut up, Dave. We came here to fish.”


Dave’s eyes narrowed, and his voice took on an edge. “You expect me to believe that fucking story? You came here to fish? Well, I’m not buying it.” He cut the engine down to about five miles an hour. “Let’s troll for awhile and see what we get.”


Blaine baited Misty’s line and she dangled it over the side.


Terrible idea bringing the girls.


 


FARRELL and Neil cast lines on either side of the boat while Mary sat as still as a statue watching Whitey. “Want to fish, Mary?” asked Farrell.


“Umm… no thanks. I think I’ll just enjoy the scenery instead of fishing.”


Farrell knew better. Mary was listening to the sights and sounds around her and writing her column in her head. When she got back to the beach house, she’d type every detail into her laptop.


Casey hollered from the other boat when he caught a good size bass. “Look at this, Neil.” He held up the fish.


“You better catch a bigger one, bro,” Farrell said to Neil. “Casey’s got you beat right now.”


“Shit,” said Neil. He stuck his head over the side of the boat and hollered, “Come on big fish. Come to Neil.”


Mary giggled.


Between the heat of the swamp and the tension in the air, Farrell could barely breathe. The rental guys were about to explode, and he didn’t want Mary or Neil there when it happened.


Bad idea to bring the girls.


Whitey steered over towards the right bank of the channel to let another boat pass. He waved and gave a shout out to the guy driving the other boat.


Farrell read the name on the other boat—Backwater Adventure Tours. “That your competition?” he asked.


“Yeah,” said Whitey, “those guys are a big outfit. We don’t try to compete with them. They’ve got like a dozen boats or more.”


“Do y’all have a website?” asked Mary. “Or do y’all advertise online? That might help people find out about y’all and give you more business.”


 


Austin.


JESSE sat in the first row in the courtroom waiting for Senator Royce’s arraignment. Arraignments usually didn’t draw too much attention, but this one had attracted a lot of media people. Reporters filled the seats with their laptops and iPads on their knees taking notes.


The case was called, Royce’s attorney sat down at the defense table and the bailiff brought Royce in.


Judge Abernathy on the bench seemed surprised to see Senator Royce standing in front of him. The charges were read, and the judge asked, “How do you plead, Senator Royce?”


“Not guilty.”


“So noted. You will be advised of a trial date. Bail is set at forty thousand dollars.”


Royce was released, and he and his attorney left the courtroom to arrange bail.


Jesse stood out front on the courthouse steps amid an army of media people and spoke on his cell to Fletcher and Luke in the unit. “You boys got him?”


“Yeah, boss. We’re ready.”


Questions were hurled at Jesse by the dozens. “Why isn’t Ranger Blackmore here? Where is he? Who did Senator Royce assault? You arrested him at the Governor’s mansion. Did he assault Governor Campbell? Is Governor Campbell hurt?”


“It’s public record now,” said Jesse. “Senator Royce has been charged with assault, and yes, the assault was on Governor Campbell.”


“How badly is the Governor hurt?” hollered one of the reporters. “Is she in the hospital?”


“No, she’s at work in her office. Business as usual.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


FARRELL shoved a hand into the cooler sitting in the middle of the mud boat and grabbed out three Cokes. He handed one to Mary first, then Neil.


“Thanks, bro. Must be a hundred and ten at least.” Neil held the cold can to his forehead before he popped the top.


Mary pointed to Neil’s line. “You got something, Neil.”


Neil grabbed up his rod, set the Coke can down and starting playing the fish. “Feels heavy. Think it’s a monster.”


Farrell grinned. “I bet it is a monster.”


Whitey began spewing out advice on how to land the fish and Neil wasn’t listening. He was peering over the side of the boat trying to get a glimpse of the fish on his line.


“Might be a redfish,” said Whitey. “Those bastards can get huge.”


While Neil struggled trying to get the big fish close enough to the boat for the net, Mary got her phone in position to take pictures.


“I’m ready, Neil. I’ll make a video of you pulling him up.”


“He’s strong, Mary. Might be stronger than me.”


“Give him some line,” hollered Whitey. “Don’t reel him in too fast or you’ll lose him.”


 


BLAINE stood up in the other boat trying to see Neil bring in his big fish. He wasn’t watching Big Dave, but Misty was.


Dave reached for the throttle, about to give the boat enough gas to jerk it forward and knock Blaine off his feet and over the low side.


Misty let out a low mewling sound, lifted her eyes to the Cypress tree hanging over them and a branch broke off and came flying down. The branch hit Dave so hard it knocked him off the captain’s chair and over the side of the boat. The huge splash Dave made when he hit the water alerted all the reptiles snoozing on the banks and they slithered into the channel.


Misty hung on to the side of the boat as it rocked wildly.


Blaine waited for Dave to surface and he didn’t. Casey’s eyes were wide as he stared at the gators coming towards the spot where Big Dave had gone under.


Then there was a second splash as Whitey dived out of the other boat and disappeared under the brackish water. Seconds later Whitey’s head popped up and he held Dave by the neck. He pushed Dave to the side of the boat and Blaine and Casey pulled the big guy up and over the side. Dave flopped in a heap into the bottom of the boat and lay there moaning and bleeding, a huge gator bite in the calf of his leg.


Whitey scrambled into the other boat as the gators circled. “Blood in the water,” he hollered, “We need to get out of here.”


“It looks like Big Dave could use a few stitches,” said Blaine. He sat down at the controls and followed Whitey.


Casey sat close to Misty and said, “I worship you, my voodoo princess.”


Misty giggled.


That could have been me. Thanks, Mist. I love you.


 


Austin.


AFTER the Senator’s arraignment, Jesse drove back to DPS to question Dean Hammett. The gunman had been assigned a public defender by the name of Michael Nunez and they were waiting in room three and had been for a few minutes.


“Sorry to keep y’all waiting,” said Jesse. “Had to go to the senator’s arraignment. Wouldn’t want to miss an event like that.”


The shooter stared at Jesse but didn’t say anything.


Jesse set up the interview and dove in. “The good news is, Mr. Hammett, my dogs found your gun.”


Hammett stared at his hands.


“Yep, so as soon as the lab is finished printing your weapon we’ll have some nice solid evidence to take to trial. Anything you’d like to say?”


“Sorry, I can’t say anything.”


Jesse shrugged. “You had a chance to talk to your attorney, but that was before we had the gun. Maybe you two should have another meeting and we’ll talk again tomorrow.”


“That’s a solid suggestion, Ranger Quantrall,” said Nunez. “I believe another meeting would be in my client’s best interest.”


Jesse left the room hoping Nunez could talk Hammett into giving up who he was working for in exchange for a lesser sentence. Depended on the fear factor. How afraid was Hammett of Senator Royce? That was the key.


Sitting in the driver’s seat of the Range Rover, Jesse called the Governor’s cell.


“Jesse, thanks for calling. How did the arraignment go?”


“Royce is out on bail. In truth, they couldn’t hold him, but we’ll have more on him shortly and it will be more difficult for him the second time around.”


“Isn’t the tape enough to convict him?”


“Royce’s attorney would say Stokes was lying to save himself, but with you on the stand, it would be harder to refute.”


“Is that why he sent the shooter?”


“If I had to guess,” said Jesse, “I’d say that was a warning shot. If Dean Hammett is a military sniper, I don’t think he would have shot the flag unless it was intentional.”


Catherine sucked in a little breath. “Oh, no.”


“But Red found the gun in a shed a couple of blocks away. So, today we have that to work with.”


“I’d like to talk to Leighton about the tape and at least let him hear it and get his opinion on what I should do.”


“I’ll set it up,” said Jesse. “Leighton will come to you. I don’t want you out of the Capitol, flitting around the city.”


Catherine giggled. “Okay, no flitting.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


TWENTY-FIVE minutes passed as they twisted and turned through the labyrinth of channels. Whitey knew the backwaters and Blaine had to give him that. He led them the quickest way back to the rental dock. They had to get Dave to Whitey’s truck for transport to a hospital.


The boys helped get a bleeding, soaking wet, cursing Big Dave out of the mud boat and onto the dock. Whitey ran behind the rental shack for his pickup and drove it down close to the water. The boys helped Big Dave into the back of Whitey’s truck where he flopped across the back seat.


Farrell had wrapped a rag around the wound, but the bleeding hadn’t slowed, and couldn’t from a hole that big. Gators had sharp teeth and seventy-four to eighty in their mouths at any given time. Facts supplied by Neil.


“Why don’t I give you the sirens ahead of y’all,” said Blaine, “and we’ll whip into town faster.”


Whitey’s eyes widened. “Why would you do that when Big Dave was so contrary to y’all?”


Blaine shrugged and jumped into the truck.


“What about our stuff?” hollered Neil as he ran to catch up.


“We’ll come back and get it,” said Farrell.


We need to search this hell hole and Blacky knows it.


 


Austin.


FLETCHER drove the surveillance unit following the Senator and his attorney, riding in the attorney’s silver Mercedes SL.


“Wonder where he’s taking his client?” asked Luke.


“Maybe to his own vehicle,” said Fletcher. “Or maybe he’s gonna drive him home to his ranch out by Gatesville.”


“Maybe he has an apartment or condo in Austin for when he’s doing senator stuff at the Capitol,” said Luke.


“Probably does,” said Fletch. “He’s rich, ain’t he?”


Luke shrugged. “I’m not privy to his financial situation, but most senators aren’t hurting too bad for cash.”


“Okay, we’re turning,” said Fletcher. “High rise condo.” He pointed at the sign. “Austonian. I heard they were fancy.”


“We need a tag in there,” said Luke. “That’s gonna be a problem.”


“Boss can do it. He’s got a big pair. He’ll knock on the door and plant the fuckin thing and the senator won’t even know what’s going down.”


Luke grinned.


 


Seadrift.


WITH SIREN screaming and strobe lights flashing, Blaine cranked the wheel and drove up to the front door at Seadrift Medical Centre.


Farrell ran inside, corralled an orderly with a stretcher and came back to load up Big Dave. “Gator bite,” said Farrell to the orderly. To Whitey: “Stay and take care of your boss.”


“Will do,” said Whitey. “Thanks for the siren and the lights.”


“No problem.” Farrell hopped into the back seat beside Mary. “Let’s get up there while we still got daylight.”


“I’m dropping the girls off,” said Blaine. “They’ve had enough fun for one day.”


Misty smiled. “I think I’ll cook for y’all tonight.”


“Yahoo,” hollered Neil, “I love that Cajun food.”


“I want to write up my notes from today before I forget anything,” said Mary. “That was exciting stuff.”


“Thanks to the voodoo princess,” said Casey. “She put the whammy on the branch and landed it on Big Dave’s head. I saw her do it.”


Blaine smiled. “Thanks, Mist.”


“No problem, Beb.” She leaned over the console and kissed him.


 


Coastal Backwater.


BLAINE drove from the medical center straight back to Big Dave’s rental place. He parked the truck next to the rental shack and jumped out. “First, load up our stuff, then each take a building and do a thorough search. I’ll start on the house, Farrell take the trailer, and Neil and Casey, load up then search the office.


“Where does Whitey live?” asked Farrell. “He seemed to come from the other way—in the trees.”


“Boys can check into that when they’re done with the office.” Blaine knocked on the door of the house and waited. He hadn’t seen Tanya but maybe she was coming down from a high and she was sick. No answer. He tried the door and it was unlocked.


He opened it and gave a shout out. “Tanya, it’s me, Ranger Quantrall. I’m coming in to see if you’re okay.” He crossed the filthy kitchen, the stink of garbage and vomit overwhelming in the heat. The buzz of flies sounded ominous.


Shit. I hope she’s not dead in here.


Three doors opened off the short back hallway. Two bedrooms and a bathroom. Blaine opened them one at a time. Bathroom first. It reeked, but it was empty. He sucked in a breath and pushed one of the other doors open. Nothing but junk and a few boxes. Storage room. Okay, door number three. He knocked twice, then turned the knob and opened the door. Unmade bed, dirty laundry. Nothing else.


A quick search of the four dresser drawers turned up forty dollars cash and nothing else. He searched the kitchen on his way out. Passed through the living room if you could call it that. No furniture in there to search. One broken down recliner and a sofa with the stuffing hanging out.


He left and went to join Farrell in Tennessee’s trailer, steps away from the house through the woods. The door was open, and Blaine could smell it ten feet before he got to the door.


Death in the trailer.


He stood on the metal step and hollered to his brother. “What you got in there, bro?”


“Both of them in the bed.”


“Call it in.”


Blaine left the trailer to Farrell and walked across the property to the office. “What did you guys find?”


“Nothing yet,” said Neil, “but I think this is where they kept the business stuff.”


“I’m gonna look for Whitey’s digs,” said Blaine. “He has to live somewhere close.” He set off tromping through the trees following a worn down footpath and came to an old yellow school bus. He stuck his head in the door and it had been made into a makeshift mobile home. Cleaner than Tennessee’s trailer and didn’t stink as bad. He did a quick run through and didn’t find anything useful. Didn’t need much now to arrest their asses, he had two new corpses.


No sign of the white Nissan. Wonder what they did with it?


It was another ten minutes before sirens sounded to the south. First response was on the way.


 


Austin.


ANNIE studied the driver’s license pictures that Farrell had sent her while she dressed for the poker room. Nothing guaranteed that the two guys would be there at the club, but it was worth a shot and she and Trav hadn’t played in a big game for a while. Christian Palmer and Davis Benson. Their DL pictures didn’t do much for them. She hoped they weren’t that butt ugly in person.


Farrell wants me to wait until he’s home. Maybe I should.


 


Coastal Backwater.


SHERIFF ROBLES, the law in Lavaca County, arrived with two squads, a crime scene unit and the county medical examiner.


Blaine greeted the sheriff with a handshake and offered the large Latino a glance at his creds. “I’m Blaine Blackmore, sir, and I have a double homicide here for y’all.” He told the sheriff all he knew about the rental boys and explained he was there on vacation.


“Appreciate y’all securing the scene, Ranger Blackmore,” said the sheriff.


He wasn’t inside Tennessee’s trailer more than a couple of minutes and he was out again standing beside Blaine and Farrell. “That is one unsettling mess in there.”


“No sign of the weapon,” said Blaine. “We had a quick look around, but that kind of damage I’d bet on a sawed-off.”


“You could be correct, sir,” said the sheriff. “Up close and personal too.”


“I think it was personal,” said Farrell. “The woman was Big Dave’s wife.”


“You don’t say,” said the sheriff. “There’s a solid motive.”


“If y’all have a handle here,” said Blaine, “I’ll go back to the hospital and secure Dave Warren. I’m sure he’s your killer.”


“Heard rumors about him in town, but that’s all they were,” said Robles. “Had no formal complaints against him.”


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE AND FARRELL searched the Medical Center and questioned the staff who had attended to Big Dave’s gator bite, and they all said the same thing. Big Dave insisted on leaving as soon as he was stitched and bandaged even though the doctor who had treated him advised against it. The blood loss had been significant, and the doctor wanted to keep Dave overnight.


“Whitey’s truck is gone,” said Farrell. “We lost the fuckers.”


“Let’s get a BOLO out on the truck and wants out on both of them,” said Blaine. “Somebody will see them.”


Blaine leaned on his truck parked in the loop and made the call. As he finished doing that his cell rang and it was Chief Calhoun. “Chief, we’re missing you.”


“Yeah, we’ll I think all of us are missing you more. I tried my damndest not to call you on your vacay—even though it was forced on y’all—but there is dirty shit happening that you need to know about.”


“Yeah? I’ve been steering clear of the news figuring that bullshit would make me go home quicker than anything else.”


“There was a lot on the news,” said the Chief, “and I was hoping you didn’t see it.” The Chief filled him in on Royce. “Catherine is talking to Leighton tomorrow and I don’t know what’s going to happen. Royce is beyond pissed that the Violent Crime team arrested him in front of all the senators and members of the house attending the reception.”


“Jesus, Chief, why didn’t Jesse call and tell me this shit?”


“He was trying not to, that’s why.”


“What time is the meet with Leighton tomorrow?”


“It’s Saturday, so maybe afternoon. I’ll find out and get back to you.”


“Okay, we’ll leave here first thing in the morning.” He ended the call and jumped in the truck.


“What the hell is happening?” asked Farrell.


“It’s a clusterfuck. We have to go home.”


 


Austin.


ANNIE bought her chips at the cash cage and sat in seat seven, her favorite seat. So far, no sign of either one of Royce’s guys. Maybe they only played poker once in a while and they wouldn’t be back for a month. She had no way of knowing.


The dealer was excellent, and the game was fast, just the way she liked it. The waitress brought her a Lone Star and she played along, hand after hand, waiting for cards. Travis was at the next table over, but she couldn’t see how big his chip stack was.


She’d been playing for an hour and had won a couple of big pots when one of Royce’s dudes filled a vacant seat at her table. She tried not to stare, but thought it was Christian Palmer.


He’d only been there a couple of minutes and already he was asking for the waitress. This could be good.


Annie peeked at her hand without taking it off the table. A pair of black aces. When it was her turn she put in a big raise—four times the big blind. Christian and one other guy called her.


The flop came king, king, deuce. A horrible flop for aces. Already she was probably beat by anybody with a king.


Without hesitating or trying to build the pot, Christian shoved. He’d only bought in for a thousand, so she called.


I want to lose to him, then he’ll like me.


“What? You’re calling me, lady?”


She didn’t like him, but that didn’t matter. “I called.”


The dealer said, “The lady called you. Flip em up.”


Christian turned up his king, nine, and Annie turned over her aces.


The turn card was a four. No good to either one of them. The dealer burned a card and flipped up an ace on the river and Christian went ballistic. He threw his cards and hollered at Annie. “You dumb bitch. Why the hell did you call me?”


The pit boss was there in seconds asking Christian to vacate his seat and Travis was standing right behind Annie in case she needed him.


Christian turned and gave the pit boss a shove, then stomped towards the door. A couple minutes later his buddy, Davis Benson cashed out and left the room.


“Nice hand,” said one of the players. “You took quite a chance.”


Annie shrugged it off. “I only called him for fun. I didn’t expect to win.”


Travis stood close by while Annie cashed out her chips.


As they walked to the truck he whispered, “I thought you were trying to be friendly.”


“I called him thinking I’d lose a big hand to him,” said Annie, “and then he’d talk to me and be my buddy, but the cards were against me.”


Travis grinned. “That’s what you call a backfire.”


Annie giggled. They walked out the door into the black of night and headed down the row her truck was parked on. A shot rang out as they neared the Ram and smashed the driver’s side mirror.


Close.  


Annie reached into her waistband for her Beretta and fired at the flashpoint. Travis was already running towards the shooter.


Annie ran after Travis, jumped over the guy she had just shot and kept going down the row. The other dude, Davis Benson, was running full out trying to make it to his SUV. He was almost there when new players arrived and drove down the row looking for a parking space. Annie turned and ran back to her truck and heard Benson squeal his tires as he drove away.


Out of breath, Travis jumped behind the wheel and took off after Benson. “Get Jesse on the phone. He’ll have to clean this up.”


Annie made the call while Travis drove like a maniac trying to catch up to Benson.


“Jesse, it’s me. Sorry to wake you.” She explained the situation and Jesse said he’d take care of it. “Where’s the second shooter?”


Travis turned onto Colorado Street and Annie said, “He’s heading for the mansion, Jesse. I’m on him.”


“Thanks, Ace. Call me back.”


“Yep.” As they neared the Governor’s residence, Annie put her earwig in and grabbed her rifle. “Let me out, Travis. Stay on him and tell me where he is.”


Annie ran across the lawn and around the back of the huge house. She was probably setting off alarms somewhere.


Travis was talking in her ear as she ran, sticking close to the house. “He circled the block and parked. Out of his truck and jumping fences. Coming your way from the back street.”


“Roger that.” Anne stood in the shadows close to the back wall of the mansion and waited. Davis Benson cleared his last fence and ran full tilt towards her with a Glock in his hand.


Bang.


Benson dropped dead at her feet.


Annie ran around the building and Travis was waiting for her. She jumped in the shotgun seat and put her rifle in the back. “Take off. I’ll call Jesse.”


Jesse sounded more wide awake this time. “Hey, cowboy. Got him. He’s dead near the back door of the Governor’s residence. I probably set off alarms, but I’m gone.”


“Good job, Ace. I’ll call Gene and he’ll take care of it.”


 






 




CHAPTER SIX


Saturday, June 20th.


 


Seadrift.


BLAINE put the key to the beach house back in the lock box and twirled the dial while Farrell and Neil loaded the last of the luggage. “Sorry we have to go home, and we didn’t get to stay the weekend, but Jesse has a situation and he could use some help.”


“It’s okay, Blacky,” said Neil. “We had tons of fun already—except for the double murder—and we’re ready to go. I’m anxious to get home and show Casey our ranch.”


“I can’t believe you guys want me to go with y’all. Nobody ever wanted me before.”


Misty turned her head away to hide the tears.


“I got lots of room at my place, bud,” said Blaine, “and I need somebody to help Carm. She has way too much to do.”


They all piled into Blaine’s truck and waved goodbye to the beach.


“Hope my fish is okay in the back of the truck,” said Neil. “Can’t wait to show Wayne.”


“He’ll be impressed,” said Blaine. “He’s the best fisherman on the ranch.”


“Y’all got fishing on your ranch?” asked Casey.


“River fishing,” said Neil. “River runs through it.”


 


Austin.


SECURITY was quadrupled around the Governor’s mansion on Colorado Street and Gene was being discrete about it, just like Jesse had asked him to be. When Jesse arrived, there was no sign of police activity or an investigation. Nothing. All that had been cleaned up during the early morning hours and the two men assigned to get rid of Governor Campbell were in the morgue—thanks to Annie.


I don’t want her doing it, but she’s good at her job.


Jesse met Gene at the door of the residence and asked, “Does Catherine know about the man who came last night?”


“I haven’t told her.”


“Okay, I’ll do it,” said Jesse, “as gently as I can. Where is she?”


“She’s upstairs in her private quarters getting ready for the meeting with the DA.”


Jesse checked his Rolex. “Leighton should be here any minute. Send him up when he gets here, Gene.” Jesse was halfway up the curved staircase when Blaine called. “Blacky, nice to hear from you.”


“You should have called me, Jesse. You need help.”


“More mayhem last night and could’ve used you, but you need down time too.”


“I’m almost home. I’ll drop everybody off and Farrell and I will be there for the meeting with Leighton. Wait for us.”


“You got it. The DA ain’t here yet.”


 


BLAINE stopped at the big iron gate and punched in the code. The gate swung open and he drove in and parked beside the house. “We’re home.”


“You mean you live here in this big house with gates, n’all?” Casey’s eyes were wide.


“Yep. The gates keep us safe,” said Blaine. “I have to be somewhere ten minutes ago, so y’all stay with Misty. Carm will make y’all lunch and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


“I better take my fish out of the truck,” said Neil. “Might need more ice.”


“I’ll be at home if y’all need me,” said Mary.


“I have to see how we’re going to play this, Mary,” said Blaine. “I’ll call you later if I’m going public.”


Farrell kissed Mary goodbye and put her suitcase in her car for her.


Blaine hollered to Neil, “Take care of Casey until I get back.”


 


THE FOYER at the Governor’s residence was standing room only for black suits, and Blaine knew then and there he didn’t have the whole story from Jesse.


“Where are they, Gene?”


The head of the Governor’s security team pointed up the stairs and Blaine hurried, the chains on his Harley boots clanking on every step. He burst through the door into Cat’s private digs with Farrell right behind him.


“You’re here,” said Cat and burst into tears. She ran across the room and Blaine held her as she sobbed.


“I don’t know what happened,” he whispered.


“Jesse will tell you,” said Cat as she wiped her eyes with a tissue. “Sit down and I’ll get you coffee.”


“No, you sit down, Cat. I can get it,” said Blaine. To the others: “Thanks for waiting for us. I tried to hurry.” He and Farrell went to the sideboard where the staff had placed a coffee service and two trays of pastries.


The meeting was being held in the Governor’s private sitting room on the second floor. A room furnished with priceless antiques and heirlooms belonging to the state. The thick velvet draperies lent an air of coziness to an otherwise museum-like reception room.


“We have a serious situation here,” said Jesse, “and this meeting is an attempt to decide on the correct path to take. After last night’s attempt on the Governor’s life and the warning shot that came her way two days ago, we need to make every effort to put Senator Royce behind bars.”


“He’s out on bond,” said the Chief. “The bail can be revoked if we have something else to bring the senator in on.”


Blaine held up a hand. “Hold up for a minute. I need to catch up.” To Jesse: “Recap everything that happened.” He motioned for Jesse to step away from the others in case there was something Cat shouldn’t hear. They spoke in the Governor’s kitchen and Jesse went over everything as he knew it.


“And who took the guy out last night?” asked Blaine. “Was it Gene’s men?”


Jesse walked away and returned to the sitting room. “We’ll discuss that later,” said Jesse, focusing on the DA, “Right now we want to play the tape for Mr. Leighton and get his input. That’s why he’s here on a Saturday when he could be out playing golf.”


Annie is involved in this. That means other people are involved.


Jesse played the conversation twice, and everyone listened to Lieutenant Governor Stokes say his final words. When it was over Perry Leighton nodded. “That was right before he suffered his stroke?”


Catherine nodded. “He was sitting in the chair in front of my desk when he collapsed. The paramedics took him from there and he never recovered. His wife blames me.”


“You didn’t get him involved with Senator Royce and his little scheme,” said the DA. “Not your fault.”


Cat gave the DA a moment to ponder what he’d heard before she said, “He knows the tape is damaging and that’s why he’s trying to get it back.”


“What we need is a chain of evidence,” said Leighton. “We have to connect the senator to the man who shot the flag on the limo, or the man who came here last night. We can bring him in on the tape alone, but I’m not sure it would be enough.”


“Why does he want it back so badly then?” asked Cat. “At Stokes’ reception, he told me I’d be wise to hand it over.”


“I believe he wants the Senate to elect him president,” said the Chief, and then he’ll automatically replace Stokes.”


“No,” cried Catherine, “that can’t happen.”


“He’s been charged with threatening a government official,” said Leighton, “but until he’s convicted and behind bars I’m afraid he’ll just be business as usual.”


Blaine nodded. “We have to connect him to the hitters.” He stood up and walked down the hall to the powder room and locked himself in. He made a call. “Mom, I’m in a meeting at Cat’s. Tell me about the guy last night. How did y’all know about him?”


“I didn’t know you were home, sweetheart. I want to see you.”


“I want to see you too, Mom, but I have to talk to the DA and I don’t know the details of what happened last night.”


“Trav tagged two SUV’s at the funeral reception for Royce’s wife and son. He watched Royce talk to the two guys in the parking lot and Trav waited until everyone was inside. Farrell got me the names and their pictures from the tag numbers and we followed them to the poker club. Last night they were there again and one shot at me. We followed the other one and he tried for the mansion.”


“So, Travis saw Royce talking to these guys.”


“Uh huh. Me and Trav were shady at the funeral and at the cemetery doing recon.”


“Thanks, Mom. That’s a solid connection. I just have to prove it.”


“I’ll help you if I can.”


“Love you, Mom.”


Blaine returned and refilled his coffee. “Let’s have another talk on Monday,” said Blaine. “We might know more by then.”


Perry Leighton shook hands all around and then left.


“What do you think, son?” asked the Chief.


“I have information that the guy who came here last night was tight with Royce,” said Blaine.


“But can you prove it?”


“Nope.”


“How do you know?” asked Cat.


“Travis saw them talking at the funeral.”


Jesse raised a dark eyebrow.


“We should go to Royce’s digs and tell him how bad we feel about his man biting it,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, let’s go do that,” said Blaine.


 “Y’all be very careful,” said Jesse. “Royce is on the edge.”


 


BLAINE drove to the Austonian after Jesse supplied the address Luke and Fletcher had come up with. Reportedly, the Senator inhabited the penthouse although he spent most of his time in DC and he was in Austin infrequently.


The concierge accosted them in the lobby and asked who they intended to visit. Blaine held up his creds and told the aging doorman that it was none of his business.


“I’m supposed to announce you,” he protested.


“Another day,” said Blaine. “Today is a day for surprises.”


They took the elevator that only went to the top five floors and went as far up as it would take them. The bell rang, the doors opened, and they stepped out into an elegant marble foyer. A round glass table centered under the crystal chandelier welcomed guests with a huge bouquet of fresh flowers and an overflowing basket of fruit.


Farrell knocked on the double doors and Blaine waited behind him. No sounds from within so he knocked again. This time the door opened a crack and a young girl peered out.


“Who are y’all?”


“Police,” said Blaine. “We’d like to speak to Senator Royce.”


“He’s busy and don’t want no company.”


“We’re here to surprise him.” Farrell pushed the door open and pushed the girl backwards.


Blaine got a better look at her and she couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty.


“Who is it, Deb?”


“Says he’s the police.”


“And you let him in? Why’d you do that. I told you not to do that ever.”


“Didn’t mean to. That one pushed me.” She pointed at Farrell.


Royce sauntered across the ball-park sized living area in his boxers. He recognized Blaine and grinned. “The Latino vigilante is here in person. It’s my lucky day.”


“Too bad about your boys, Senator. Two of them were gunned down last night before their mission could be completed.”


Senator Royce oozed confidence. “What mission is that?”


“Davis Benson was shot dead at the back of the Governor’s mansion,” said Blaine.


 “Who’s Davis Benson?”


Blaine smiled. “Since you’re not offering us coffee, I’ll leave you with one parting thought, Senator.”


Royce chuckled. “I can’t believe you came in person to visit me. You made my day.”


“This will add to it, I’m sure,” said Blaine. “The Governor gave the recording to the DA an hour ago. Don’t miss his call.”


Senator Royce was chuckling as they headed for the elevator.


“Did you get it done?” Blaine asked Farrell as they drove away from the condo.


“All set for some interesting conversation.”


“Let’s go home and get it all organized.”


 


CARM hugged Blaine when he walked into the kitchen and wouldn’t let him go.


“I missed you, mi Corazon,” he said. He pointed at Casey eating tacos at the kitchen table with Neil. “Did you like the present I brought you?”


“Si, pequeno bandito.”


Blaine chuckled. He poured himself a coffee and took it over to the little table in the window alcove. He sat down, glanced at the yard he loved and made a call. “Hey, Fletch, Jesse said you and Luke have been on the senator’s ass.”


“Yeah, boss. You home?”


“Just came from the penthouse.”


“We got ears on?”


“We do.”


“We working?”


“There’s been a development.” Blaine explained about the dead guy at the Governor’s mansion.


“Fuck, a move against the Governor? Royce is off the main line,” said Fletcher.


“Come and pick up the unit,” said Blaine. “I’ll call Luke.”


 


La Grange.


ANNIE and Luke sat at the harvest table in the kitchen drinking coffee and cleaning their guns. She liked having Luke with her. He needed to be around people and he was good company.


His cell rang, and his face lit up. “You home, boss?”


Luke listened and nodded his head a couple of times, then he said, “No, me and Fletch been on him. I want to do it.”


“Uh huh. Yep. Thanks, boss. Leaving now.”


Luke quickly put his gun back together and wiped it down.


“You have to work?”


“Boss is home and already been to Royce’s condo. We got ears on. I have to go meet Fletch and do surveillance.”


“I’m coming with you.”


“On surveillance?”


Annie smiled. “No, to Blaine’s. I need to talk to him about a lot of things, and I need to pick up Neil and meet my new baby boy.”


“You got a new boy?” asked Luke. He was amazed by the work Annie did with homeless juveniles.


“Blaine found him down at the Gulf. He was hiding in the house they rented.”


Luke’s eyes filled up. “That’s wonderful news.”


 


Austin.


ANNIE drove the new Maserati to the Agency. She’d finally used the insurance money and replaced the one she’d wrecked in the desert.


“I haven’t had a ride in this beauty, Annie. It’s something else and smells so… new,” said Luke.


“It sits in the garage way too much,” said Annie. “I should drive it more often.”


“How did the first one get wrecked? Can you talk about it?”


“Sure. It was an accident, but really my own fault. I cranked the wheel too hard going at top speed, trying to force a biker off the road.”


“You weren’t hurt?”


“I suffered a brain injury and was in a coma for a while. The car rolled, and the roof caved in on my head.”


Luke stared out the window and Annie said no more. Accidents weren’t a good topic for Luke.


At the Agency, she parked beside Blaine’s truck and ran up onto the front porch. The dogs barked and bounced as she ran into the foyer with Luke behind her. “Hey, where are my boys?”


“In the kitchen, Mom,” hollered Farrell. He tore into the front hall to grab her in a hug and lift her off her feet. “I love you, Mom. More than anything in the whole world.”


Annie kissed him. “I love you, baby. I missed you so much.”


Neil came running behind his brother. “Mom, I caught a fish so big Wayne won’t believe it.”


Annie giggled. “Wayne has caught some pretty big lunkers in our river.” She made her way into the kitchen looking for Blaine and the new stray she was sure to love. Not there. She hugged Carm and asked where Blaine was.


“He’s upstairs letting Casey pick out a bedroom, Mom,” said Neil. He leaned in closer. “Let me give you a hint. The kid needs clothes and shoes… he’s got zip.”


“Gottcha, baby.” She winked at Neil. “I’ll take care of it.” Annie ran to the top of the stairs and heard Blaine talking in one of the rooms at the end of the long wide hallway. She stuck her head in and caught her first glimpse of Casey.


Tall, for sixteen and thin. He needed regular meals. Dark brown hair and a cute face. Deeply tanned, like he would be if he was from the Gulf.


“Hi,” she said, “I’m Annie, Blaine’s mom.” She hugged Casey and Neil was right, Casey’s clothes stunk, and he had no others. They needed to shop.


“Hi,” said Casey. “Blaine said I could stay with him and have this room.”


Annie hugged Blaine and kissed his face. “I missed you so much.”


“I missed you too. Did you bring Luke?”


“He’s downstairs. I thought I might take Casey shopping if y’all are busy.”


“Do that and take Misty too. Casey feels comfortable with her.”


“She has powers,” said Casey in a whisper.


Annie smiled. “Casey, do you feel like doing some shopping? I think you could use a change of clothes.”


“Umm… could I do work and pay you back, ma’am? I don’t like taking charity.”


“Sure,” said Annie. “I could use help. I have lots of stalls that need cleaning out at home on my ranch.”


Casey nodded. “Okay, thanks.”


 


THE SURVEILLANCE unit was parked in the visitors’ lot at the east side of the Austonian condo complex and Luke and Fletcher were in the back monitoring the equipment. The unit was well disguised as a camper mounted in the back of a Ford pickup.


They’d been waiting for over an hour and not a sound had come from Senator Royce’s penthouse. A tap on the door startled Luke, and before he got off his stool to see who it was a voice said, “I know y’all are in there. Come on out.”


Luke opened the door a crack. “Yes, sir, can I help you?”


A security guard in a dark blue uniform stood at the door. “Y’all can’t sit in your camper in this parking lot. This is for people visiting the residents. I have to ask you to move along.”


“Where is the employee parking lot?” asked Luke.


“Other side of the building.”


“Show us a spot and we’ll move over there. He flipped his creds open and showed the guard. “Police, sir. We need a spot to park, so if you can’t give us one, go get your supervisor and bring him on out here.”


The guard stared at Luke’s credentials. “What is Violent Crime doing at my building? We’ve got no violent crime. This is a high class and very secure building.”


 “That’s confidential, sir,” said Luke.


“Are you guys feds?”


The guy wouldn’t give up and go away.


“Okay, enough,” said Fletcher. He turned off the equipment. “Let’s move, partner.”


Fletcher drove two blocks away from the high rise and parked at the back of the Central Library parking lot under a big leafy oak. They climbed into the camper and started over. Fletch had barely flipped the switch when Royce began talking to somebody.


“Nothing has gone right since Leggatt had his heart attack and now the DA has the tape of Stokes shooting off his mouth to the red-haired bitch. I’ll go out and celebrate when we take her down. The tape is nothing without her testimony, so if she’s not around the tape is worthless.”


“We’ll take her out before the trial. Do you have a date yet?”


“Not yet. I’ll call Phil and get him on it. He should do something to earn his money.”


“What’s our next move, boss?”


“You know what it is. We discussed it. I’m going home to my ranch, so I’ll be out of the city when you take out the goddam vigilante. He came here today and walked right in through that door. I couldn’t believe it.”


“I’ll do it tonight or tomorrow. Give you time to get up north.”


“Good. I’m leaving in an hour.”


“Hear that?” said Fletcher. “We have to get back to the Agency and talk to the boss. Royce is gonna take him out.”


 


ANNIE parked in front of Ross Harley in east Austin, jumped out and waited for Misty and Casey to get out.


“I never rode in a Maserati before,” said Casey. “That was one sweet ride.”


“Glad you liked it. When you get your license, I’ll let you drive it.”


Casey laughed out loud. “You’re shitting me, right?”


Annie smiled. “Come on. Let’s see what fits you.”


“I might get a new leather jacket,” said Misty. “Blaine might like to see me in leather.”


“We have new stock,” said Annie. “You would look gorgeous in one of the fringed jackets that just arrived.”


“Ooh, I love fringe. I can’t wait to try one on.”


“Come on, Casey, let’s see what I’ve got for you.”


Annie held the door open for him.


“I’m a bit nervous. I never tried on clothes before.”


“It’s okay,” said Annie. “There’s nobody here except my boys. If customers come in, I’ll steer them away from y’all.”


The shopping was done and the purchases on the front counter when Annie’s cell rang. “Hang on, I need to take this.”


She stepped outside the front door. “What’s up, Luke?”


“The senator assigned a man to take out the boss, Annie. We need to have some coverage on him.”


“When?”


“Royce said to wait until he got up north to his ranch, so tonight or tomorrow.”


“I’ll pick up some things at the ranch and be there in an hour.”


“I’m nervous, Annie.”


“I’ll talk to Farrell.”


Annie sped out of the parking lot of her Harley franchise store and headed for the ranch.


“That phone call was about Blaine, wasn’t it?” asked Misty. “I can feel the anger in the air. Someone will try to hurt him.”


Casey sat wide-eyed in the back seat and hung on to his bags. “Is something bad happening?”


“Not if we can prevent it, sugar. I have to get a few things from the ranch, then I’ll drive y’all home and we’ll make a plan.”


 


BLAINE AND FARRELL sat on the porch steps drinking beer with Fletch and Luke as Annie parked the Maserati.


“They know,” said Annie to herself, but nothing was a secret from Misty. “Come on, Casey, show Blaine your new boots.”


Casey smiled as he stopped at the bottom of the steps and put one boot up for inspection.


Blaine gave him a fist bump and a big grin. “How did you like the store?”


“So much good stuff there and it smelled like… leather.”


“You get a jacket?”


“I did and so did Misty,” said Casey.


“Misty bought a leather jacket?” Blaine flashed a wide smile. “Can’t wait to see her in it.”


Annie winked at Farrell and went inside. Farrell followed her to the laundry room and closed the door. “Luke and Fletcher played the conversation for y’all?”


“Yeah, they did. Luke is a bit antsy.”


“So is Misty and she knew nothing about it,” said Annie. “What do you want to do?”


“Do you think you should discuss it with Jesse?”


“I already called him,” said Farrell. “and he’s chewing it over with Calhoun.”


“If they’ve got balls big enough to try for the Governor at the residence, they’ll have no trouble coming here,” said Annie.


“I talked to Andy and Rick already.”


“I have to think that they want Violent Crime out of the way, so they can take another crack at her highness,” said Annie. “Blaine might be only a diversion.”


“It didn’t sound like that on the surveillance tape.”


“What if Royce expected a tag after you and Blaine were there? He didn’t get to be senator by being stupid.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Uh huh.”


“You have to be ready.”


 


CARM made chicken fried steak and pasta salad for the army that had gathered around her table and Annie gave her a helping hand. After healthy helpings of bread pudding, the table was cleared, and coffee served.


“I’m so full, I can hardly, move, Carmelita,” said Neil. “I may have to sleep over.”


Annie added a splash of cream to her coffee and said, “I think I’ll sleep over too.”


Blaine grinned and went to get the cards.


 






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Sunday, June 21st.


 


Austin.


THRILLED that most of his family had spent the night, Blaine wanted a big leisurely Sunday breakfast to celebrate.


Annie was up early helping Carm in the kitchen. The boys loved Annie’s homemade biscuits straight from the oven and she was beating up a batch when Blaine strolled into the kitchen and gave her a hug.


“Love having you here, Mom. Wish you were here all the time.”


“Jacks will be back from Jean’s next week and I won’t have so much free time, but I’ll try to do better, sugar pop.”


“You might want some time with Casey too.”


“Definitely, I do. I promised him some work in the stables, and Jackson will want to show him around.”


 


FARRELL was hung over from the card game the night before and all the beer drinking that went with it. His cell rang, and he wanted to ignore it, roll over and go back to sleep. He chanced a peek at the screen and it was the Chief.


The Chief always calls Blacky. What the hell?


“Chief, what’s up?”


“Drive by at the State Hospital. Two patients strolling around the property were shot from a vehicle. Not much info, but I don’t want Blacky anywhere public today—not with the information we have.”


“Okay, I’ll take the lead on it. Is the scene secure with our people?”


“Rocky is there, and Mort is on his way.”


“Okay, I’m up. I’ll grab a coffee and get over there. Do you think it’s a set-up?”


“Has a creepy feel to it—State property—they know I have to take it—and they know a murder will go to Violent Crime.”


“Yeah, it has a feel to it,” said Farrell. “I’ll be careful.”


“Do that and keep me in the loop.”


Farrell skipped his shower, dressed quickly, struggled into his apron and stuck an SW in the waistband of his jeans. He patted his boot to make sure his knife was there. In case. His rifle and sawed off were in the truck in his gun safe. He needed a coffee before he left and that meant going into the kitchen. Getting by his brother would be the hard part.


At the bottom of the stairs he inhaled a breath, blew it out and made a lefty into the kitchen. “Morning all.” He strode straight to the coffee maker, filled a traveler and reached for the sugar.


“Why are you dressed and making caffeine to go?” asked Blaine.


“Got to go out for an hour.”


Blaine crossed the kitchen and stood beside Farrell. “I know when you’re fuckin lying to me. What’s going on?”


“It’s a set-up and you ain’t going,” said Farrell. “So… sit back down on your ass and eat breakfast with Mom.”


“What set up? Where?”


Farrell pointed. “I said you ain’t going, and I mean it.”


“I’ll go,” said Annie. “This is mine.” She whipped off the apron she’d borrowed from Carm and went to fetch her purse.


“I’ll wear a vest,” said Blaine, “but I’m coming with y’all, wherever it is y’all are going.”


Annie shook her head. “Please don’t be stubborn, sugar. We don’t want to lose you.”


Misty shook her blonde curls. “Please don’t go, Beb.”


 


FARRELL drove past the yellow brick pillars at the entrance to the hospital grounds and parked his red Silverado behind the Medical Examiner’s van. All of the action was centered near the fence closest to the street.


“Stay in the truck until we clear the area,” said Farrell. “Could you at least do that?”


“Yeah, sure,” said Blaine. “He patted the bulk under his shirt. “Hate wearing this fucking vest.”


Annie hopped down from the side step and stood beside Farrell’s truck peering through the scope on her rifle at the trees and high buildings in the area. “What’s that building across the street?”


“No idea,” said Farrell. “Let me check in with Rocky, then we’ll go over there and take a look around.”


Farrell approached the area near the front of the grounds where the two victims lay. Rocky stood talking to the ME’s assistant, Tim, and gave Farrell a grin when he saw him.


“Anybody see the vehicle?” asked Farrell.


“They might have, but the other two people who were out for a walk before breakfast ran like rabbits when they heard the shots. I don’t think they were taking down tag numbers.”


“This is a senseless shooting,” mumbled Farrell.


“Think it’s gang related?” asked Rocky. “Some blood-in thing?”


“I guess it could be. I’ll have to work to find out. I had a different idea of what it was, but now I’m not sure.”


“Why isn’t Blacky here?” asked Rocky. “Heard he was home from his vacay.”


“He’s in the truck and I told him to stay there. He’s not supposed to be visible right now, as per the Chief.”


“What’s going on? Something I don’t know about?”


“All connected to Royce and his gunnies, Rock. Same shit but it’s confusing,” said Farrell, “and Blacky ain’t happy about any of it. He hated being sent out of the city on down time when shit was going on. He ain’t the best at taking orders, even from the Chief.”


“I hear ya,” said Rocky. “Better to be safe, though.”


Farrell moved closer to Doctor Simon as he and his assistant were bagging the bodies. “Anything, Doc?”


“Automatic weapon. A heavy spray. Doesn’t have to be accurate.”


“Damn it,” said Farrell. “That spells gang to me.”


“Be my guess.”


Farrell returned to his truck and Blaine was leaning against the far side smoking. “Looks like a gang shooting.”


“Capping patients at the State hospital?” Blaine shook his head. “That’s too fuckin weird.”


“Has to be a reason,” said Farrell. “Up to us to find out what the reason is.”


“Where did Mom go?” asked Blaine.


“Across the road, I think.”


 


ANNIE TOOK a walk across the road from the hospital checking out possible places a sniper could conceal himself and didn’t find much.


What’s going on? If this isn’t to get Blaine into position for the hit, why did they do it?


She returned to the truck and shook her head. “Nothing about this makes any sense to me. If it’s not the set up for the hit could it be a diversion for something else?”


“I thought of that,” said Blaine, “since there are no bullets flying at me since I got here, but I have no idea what’s going on. I’m so far out of the loop I can’t even guess.”


“Let’s go home and have breakfast,” said Farrell. “We’ll talk it over on a full stomach and come up with a workable plan.”


 


Giddings.


JESSE sat in the dining room at Quantrall with his brothers enjoying Sunday morning breakfast.


“I hear we’re having a guest for dinner,” said Brian. The oldest Quantrall brother had taken over his father’s seat at the head of the table and enjoyed lording it over his younger siblings. “I’m happy you’re seeing somebody, Jesse.”


“Other than Annie you mean?” Jesse couldn’t keep the edge out of his voice.


“Hey,” said Brian, “I was trying to be nice.”


“Yeah, you were,” mumbled Jesse. “Sorry. I guess I’m used to you putting me down all the time.”


“All the time?” Brian frowned. “You’re exaggerating.”


“Probably.” Jesse helped himself to another piece of corn bread from the basket in the middle of the table.


“Has Jamie met Charity?” asked Wendy. Paul’s wife sitting across from Jesse was a stunning red head who had worked hard taming down the youngest Quantrall after their wedding a few years earlier.


“No, she hasn’t,” said Jesse. He placed a small piece of cornbread on Charity’s tray and she stuffed it into her mouth. Jesse watched her face. “You like that?”


She nodded and held out her hand for more.


“Jamie have a change of heart?” asked Bobby. “Remember you two broke up because she chose her career in the Rangers over being a stay-at-home rancher’s wife.”


“I didn’t forget that, Bobby, and we’ve had so little time together we’ve had no time to discuss anything—past or future.”


“She moved back to Austin,” said Ty. “That means something.”


Paulie laughed. “What does it mean, Ty? You the expert on women at this table?”


Ty grinned. “You could say that.”


“Yeah, I could say it, but it would be an out and out lie. You’re always messed up by a woman and you always will be. There’s no help for it.”


“Thanks, Paulie. Hope you fall in a pile of shit.”


“Shit,” said Charity.


“Oh, Tyler,” said Wendy. “We need to clean up your vocab around the young ladies.” She glanced at her daughter, Shannon, sitting in a booster seat next to her.


“Sorry, I forgot about the little girls.”


Red and Bluebelle raised a ruckus on the front porch and Jesse went out to see what was bothering them. He thought he heard the sound of a vehicle going down the lane, but he wasn’t sure.


He bent down and picked up the envelope lying on the welcome mat. It was addressed to him, so he opened it. One sheet of white printer paper and the words were in caps.


‘THE REDHEAD IS DEAD.’


His hand shook as he refolded the single sheet and placed it back into the envelope.


Ty stuck his head out the door. “Who was it?”


“Special delivery,” said Jesse, holding the envelope by the corner. “I have to go to headquarters.”


“Bad news?” asked Tyler.


“Yep,” said Jesse. “Pretty bad.”


 


La Grange.


AFTER BLAINE was back home safely, Annie drove home to Coulter-Ross with Neil and Casey, the two boys chatting to each other non-stop. Neil telling Casey how excited he was about his baseball scholarship to the U of Texas.


“I played a bit of ball in middle school,” said Casey. “That was when I went to school—before I had to run away.”


Annie hadn’t heard any details on how Casey came to be homeless, but with the rest of her boys it sometimes took years for them to tell her their horror stories.


“You can catch up on your education, honey. I can help with that. It’s always good to have a diploma when you go for your first job.”


She applied the brakes and the Maserati stopped at the gate. Jose hollered a greeting, gave her a big smile and the gate swung open.


“Big gate,” said Casey. “Must be safe on your ranch.”


“I like to think it is,” said Annie. “Keeps all my boys safe.”


Casey glanced around, first at the huge house and then his eyes landed on the barn. “Can’t wait to see the horses. I love horses.”


“You ride?” asked Neil.


“Never did, but I want to.”


“I can teach you. Nothing to it. I learned from Jesse in no time. He’s a good teacher.”


“I never told nobody this,” said Casey, “but I always wanted to be in the rodeo.”


Annie smiled. “Okay, there’s a thought. I know someone who can help with roping and take down and my foreman is a retired bull rider, Bull Bronson. I’m sure he could tell you a few things.”


“He has a lot of good rodeo stories,” said Neil. “A lot of them are more suitable for the bunkhouse than for the dinner table.”


Annie giggled. “Coming from Bull, I bet they are.”


 


Austin.


JESSE took the letter straight to headquarters and on the way called Chief Calhoun, Gene Wyman and Blacky to meet him there. He had the farthest to drive and the others were all in the Chief’s office with Styrofoam cups in front of them when he arrived.


“What the hell is it, Jesse?” asked the Chief, “You sounded stressed on the phone.”


Jesse took a couple of minutes to calm his breathing. “Yeah, I guess it hit me hard after everything else that’s been going on. Let me make a copy for y’all and I’ll take the original down to the lab.”


He made a quick photocopy touching only the edges of the paper and placed it in front of the Chief.


Chief Calhoun adjusted his glasses and stared at the words. “Jesus Christ. What the hell are we going to do?”


“How did you get this, Ranger Quantrall?” asked Special Agent Gene Wyman.


“Someone drove right into my ranch and placed it on the doormat.”


Blaine nodded. “One of Royce’s messengers.”


“How many in his little army?” asked the Chief.


“Let’s put pressure on Caldwell,” said Blaine. “Has he been transferred out or is he in our infirmary?”


“Let me check,” said the Chief. He phoned downstairs. “Yep, he’s here.”


“Are we telling the Governor about this?” asked Wyman. “She’s nervous as a cat after the guy was killed at the back door. I’ve added a lot more security, but I don’t think the added bodies are making her feel any safer.”


“I better go over there,” said Blaine. “Maybe we should move her.”


“If we do that, the press will find out and the whole mess will be public,” said the Chief. “We can’t let them think the Governor isn’t safe in her own house. What kind of a message does that send?”


Jesse went to the door. “I’ll take this downstairs and see if Sue can pick up a print.”


 


BLAINE followed Jesse downstairs and tapped on the door of the infirmary. He showed his creds and the nurse on duty showed him where Jason Caldwell, Attorney at law, was chained to his bed. Mr. Caldwell had been wounded in the leg in a raid on his hunting lodge where he had amassed a huge quantity of illegal weapons and explosives. The purpose of his cache had not been divulged.


Caldwell was sitting up reading the Sunday paper and ignored Blaine standing next to the bed.


“You’ll soon be transferring to Travis County to await your trial, Mr. Caldwell.”


“Like I’ll ever come to trial. That will never happen.”


“Have you thought about a plea?” asked Blaine. “I’m sure you have, you being a lawyer n’all.”


“And what would I offer the esteemed Mr. Leighton?”


“Senator Royce. You could deliver Royce.”


“In return for what?”


“For a lot less than you’ll get by protecting a man who doesn’t give a rat’s ass about what happens to you.”


Caldwell went back to reading the paper and Blaine left.


Once Royce is dead, Caldwell will get the max. His choice.


 


WHILE he waited for Jesse in his truck, Blaine called Cat. “Are the good times rolling over on Colorado Street?”


“Jeeze, I’m like a caged animal with a dozen keepers watching me through the bars. Are you coming over?”


“Are you making me and Jesse coffee and a snack?”


“You’re hungry?”


“Starving.”


“I’m all over it.”


Jesse hopped in the passenger seat a little out of breath. “I hope the lab comes up with something. We need a solid piece of evidence.”


“I told Cat we were coming over and to make us some food.”


“I was in the middle of breakfast when I left the ranch,” said Jesse. “I could eat.”


“Gene is worried,” said Blaine. “You can see it in his face.”


“If somebody broke into her office with no trouble,” said Jesse, “Gene has be thinking an inside man. Someone who works inside the Capitol is on Royce’s payroll. There’s no other way.”


“That means one of his own security people,” said Jesse. “That’s unsettling.”


“And Fletch discovered the tape the night of the break-in had been tampered with.”


“Did Gene question the inside team at the Cap?”


“Yep, he did. Every last one of them.”


“I guess if one of them is a good liar Gene wouldn’t be able to tell. There’s so goddam many security people at the Capitol.”


“They were all vetted when they were hired,” said Blaine.


“Not hard to put a ringer in,” said Jesse, “using some other asshole’s creds.”


Blaine parked, and as they ascended the front steps one of the men on the security team opened the door. Catherine was waiting for them in the foyer. Her face was pale, and Blaine was sure she’d lost more weight.


He tried to be upbeat. “Hey, no Sunday afternoon party going on here?”


“Nope. Life is boring in the big house.”


Blaine chuckled. “We’re here now and Jesse is every inch the party animal. He’s been in more bar fights than you can imagine.”


Jesse shook his head. “That was when I was younger.”


“That was three weeks ago.” Blaine laughed as Catherine led them into the sitting room.


An oval silver tray sat on the coffee table laden with coffee fixings, a platter of sandwiches and a fancy glass dish overflowing with pecan tarts and lemon squares.


Blaine helped himself to a sandwich. “Roast beef. Looks good. I missed breakfast and it was a big one too. Annie and Neil slept over and there was stuff in the oven when I had to leave. Pissed me off huge.”


“Where did you have to go?”


Blaine shrugged it off. “Oh, a shooting. We had it covered.”


The Governor glanced at Jesse as he took a pecan tart from the plate. “Tell me why y’all are here in the middle of your Sunday off. I know it’s not just because I’m lonely and freaking out over Royce.”


“Umm…” Jesse started. “A threat was delivered to me today by hand, and I didn’t want to frighten you, but also I don’t want to keep you in the dark because then you won’t be on your guard.”


Cat stood up and paced over to the window and back. “I’m freaking now, Jesse. What did this threat say?”


“Not much, in fact it was only four words on a blank sheet of paper.”


“Okay, tell me.” Cat stood with her hands on her hips.


“The redhead is dead.’ That’s all it said.” Jesse sat the Governor in a chair, strode over to the sideboard and poured her a glass of wine. “The lab has the original and we’ll know more tomorrow.”


“Royce,” said Cat. “That fucking Royce. He’s off his rocker.”


“That could very well be true,” said Blaine. “Each move he makes is bolder than the last. He’s a psychopath and he’s sure he won’t get caught.”


“He seems to have no fear of it,” said Jesse. “But he’ll make a mistake and his life will be over. Guaranteed.”


 


Giddings.


JESSE arrived back at Quantrall and had time for a quick shower before Jamie arrived for Sunday dinner. When he’d invited her, he’d had no idea he’d be working all day. A rest was what he desperately needed, but there was no time.


He and Tyler walked outside onto the porch to have a beer and there she was. Jamie jumped out of her pickup looking gorgeous in tight black jeans and a frilly white blouse. Her blonde hair hung down long and wavy—she never wore it like that for work.


Jesse walked down the steps to meet her and held her in a hug. “You look fantastic,” he whispered. “I’m thinking bad thoughts already.”


“Maybe those are good thoughts in my book,” Jamie said, then she giggled. “Am I on time?”


“You’re perfect. It’s me running behind because I had to work all day. We’ll talk about it later. Right now, I want to get you a drink and show you my beautiful little girl.”


“Can’t wait to see her,” said Jamie. “She walked up the porch steps and sat in one of the wicker chairs. “Hi, Tyler, how are things going for you?”


“Good. Uh huh. Real good.”


Jesse came out moments later with a beer for Jamie. He held the door open and waited while Charity navigated the step down onto the porch. Jesse had dressed her in one of the outfits Annie had bought the last time she was in Vegas.


“Here she is,” said Jesse. “Say hi to Jamie.”


Charity toddled straight to Tyler, gave Jamie a look and said, “Ty, mine.”


Tyler picked Charity up and cuddled her on his lap. “Are you being shy today?”


She buried her face against Tyler’s chest and wouldn’t look at Jamie.


 


Austin.


AFTER DARK, Farrell headed downtown to look for Kamps or any of the other guys on his down-low payroll who happened to be working the streets. He had a stable of them now, but some were off and on. Most more off than on. Wanting the money he offered, but not trusting him because he was a cop. It was a thin line. Depending who was watching when he was in their territory, they would either talk to him discretely and disappear with his cash or pretend they didn’t know him.


Farrell picked Grady’s pub to start. A run-down bar in one of the oldest areas of Austin. How Mike Grady managed to stay in business was a mystery.


Inside, Irish music blasted out of the wall speakers at a high decibel level. No live music ever. Farrell took a booth not far from the door, ordered a pitcher of Shiners’ and waited to see if any of his contacts showed. He requested two glasses but emptied the first pitcher by himself.


Mike the owner doubled as the barkeep. Heavy, slow and not too friendly, he trudged over to Farrell’s table, set the second pitcher down and was walking back to the bar when Kamps stumbled in.


Kamps must have tripped or missed his step because he was a slinger, not a user. Before moving away from the entrance, Kamps took stock of the room. He spotted Farrell, nodded his bald head and swaggered over.


“Any food?” Kamps sat down across from Farrell and reached for the empty glass.


“Could be food,” said Farrell, “if you ordered some. You hungry?”


“No time to eat since yesterday.”


“Why? Business that good?”


“Moving around a lot,” said Kamps. He filled the glass from the pitcher and drank half down.


“Oh, yeah? Who’s on your ass?”


“Those fuckin Thirteens are trying to take my alleyway and those mean bastards are hassling me day and night.”


“Maybe you should hassle them right back,” said Farrell.


“Can’t man. That would be a death wish. I’m an independent. Nothing I can do against them.”


“Want me to do something?”


“What the hell can you do?”


Farrell shrugged. “You’d be surprised what I can do.” He motioned Mike over and pointed at the menu. To Kamps: “Tell the man what you want to eat.”


“Burger and fries is good.”


Mike nodded and walked away.


Farrell leaned in closer. “What’s the word on the drive-by at the State hospital this morning?”


“How much?” Kamps was all about the money.


“Umm… let’s see,” said Farrell, “food plus beer. I guess I could do fifty.”


“You’re shitting me, right?” Kamps flashed a grin and showed his gold incisor. “I need a Ben. Low as I can go.”


Farrell pulled his wallet out of his jeans and took out the cash. “Okay. A hundred. I have to work for my money too, just say’n.”


“Calling bullshit on that. I know that’s Super’s money and he ain’t gonna run out any time soon.”


“You his financial manager?”


“Could be if the job was open.” Kamps grinned. “My job is all about the math.” He reached for the hundred and Farrell kept his finger on it. “What I heard, okay? And that don’t make it the gospel. A guy walks up to Teddy and says he’ll lay a thousand on him for a quick drive-by at the hospital.”


“Teddy Garza?” Farrell grimaced. “The Black Angels did it?”


Kamps shrugged and waxed philosophical. “You only hear if you’re listening.”


“Fuck that,” said Farrell.


“Why do you care? You ain’t a brother.”


“Don’t care. Didn’t figure them, that’s all.”


Mike sauntered over with a burger and fries and set it down in front of Kamps. The big guy ate like he was starving.


 


Giddings.


WHEN it was Charity’s bedtime, Jamie followed Jesse upstairs to see the baby’s room and to watch Jesse put her to bed.


“You’re such a good daddy,” said Jamie. “You must have learned a lot since she came into your life.”


Jesse chuckled. “Ty and I were nervous at first. Nervous doesn’t really cover it. We were petrified. We panicked every time she cried.”


Jesse sat in the rocker and read Charity a story before he put her in her crib. She pointed at some of the pictures and jabbered away in baby talk.


Once she was tucked in and Jesse had kissed her half a dozen times, he and Jamie moved next door into Jesse’s bedroom.


“Can you stay over?”


“We both have work tomorrow,” said Jamie.


“I thought I could lure you into an all-nighter,” said Jesse.


Jamie smiled and sat down on the bed. “No, I didn’t bring my uniform, but I can stay for a while.”


Jesse closed the door, locked it and turned out the light.


 


Austin.


ON THE WAY home to the Agency, Farrell took a detour to Kamps’ turf and it was just like the big guy said. Two or three Latinos in his alleyway and at both ends taking his customers. Farrell turned on the strobes and cruised in close. He hopped out of the truck with a shotgun in his hand, fired a shot in the air and the gangers ran like hell.






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Monday, June 22nd.


 


Austin.


BLAINE was on his second pot of coffee by the time the crew arrived. They loitered in the foyer, petting the dogs for five minutes like they always did before settling in with mugs of caffeine for the meeting.


Lily had started her list and was ready to rock. She was the best assistant a man could possibly have. Blaine paid her well and she was worth every penny.


“Shit happened over the weekend and we’re gonna cover all of it and bust some heads today,” said Blaine.


The boys grinned. They loved action.


“Farrell, go first.”


“Yep. Got a tip from one of my guys that the Angels were the ones gunned down the patients at the hospital. Might not be true but we have to check it out.”


Blaine nodded and pointed the end of his pen at Carlos. “You and Farrell go find Teddy Garza and bring him in.” To Lily: “Get a list of known Angels from the gang squad and mugs if they have them.”


Lily wrote it down.


Before he could move on to the next item his cell rang, and the cat was on the screen. The Governor was crying, and she wasn’t a crier. “Slow down and tell me what happened.”


“There’s a note on my desk from Royce.”


“Did you touch it?”


“No.”


“Good. Don’t touch it. Leave it exactly where it is. Was your office locked?”


“Yes, it was. I unlocked it when I got here five minutes ago.”


“Did you call Gene?”


“I called you first.”


“I’m coming over. Don’t touch anything. Lock yourself in the office—you and Mrs. Warburton. Nobody else until I get there.”


“I understand.”


Blaine pressed end and shook his head.


“What is it, boss?” asked Luke. “More mayhem coming down on the Governor?”


“There’s a note on her desk and her office was locked,” said Blaine. He jumped up and grabbed his keys. “You guys stock up the unit and go back to surveillance on the penthouse.”


“Is Royce back from his ranch?” asked Luke.


“Go find out.”


“We’re gone,” said Fletcher.


“Call me with anything,” said Blaine. “This bullshit is gonna end.”


Carm handed him a travel mug full of coffee and a taco wrapped in a napkin as he headed for the door.


He slid behind the wheel of his truck and called Calhoun. “Morning, Chief. I need a forensic crew at the Capitol right now.”


“What the hell happened, son?”


“There’s a note on Cat’s desk and her office was locked.”


“Fuck that,” hollered the Chief. “I’m sending Sue now.”


“Thanks, I’m on my way over there.”


 


FARRELL drove into Angels’ territory searching for Teddy Garza. He’d seen the big guy a couple times on the street, but never come face to face and never had occasion to arrest him—until now. “That’s their clubhouse.” He pointed at a store front that still had a bakery sign above the window.


“Back exit?” asked Carlos.


“I’d bet on it.” Farrell looked for a spot large enough to park his truck and didn’t see one.


“Let me out and I’ll check the back.” Carlos put his earbud in and hopped out when Farrell slowed down. He disappeared down the alley between the two stores.


Farrell parked half a block away and jogged back to the store. The front window was painted black and a hand-painted sign on the door said, Private. Fuck off.


Farrell knocked and announced himself, knowing they would ignore him. “Police. Open the door.”


He took a step back onto the sidewalk and fired a brick that he’d brought for the purpose through the front window. He drew his gun and ran to the door and as soon as one of the punks opened it, and he was in. He pushed past the kid who was hollering and cursing about the broken window.


“I’m in,” he spoke into his mic to Carlos. To one of the punks sitting on the broken-down sofa: “Where’s the boss?”


“I’m right here, Dead-Eye. What do you want?” Teddy Garza appeared out of a back room and he was high. Big guy, as tall as Farrell with a huge ‘fro that made his head look three times as big.


“Need to talk to you downtown, Teddy. News says you did the drive-by at the hospital.”


Teddy laughed. “News is wrong. Wasn’t us. We ain’t that stupid.”


“Tell me who hired you, Teddy. That’s what I want to hear.”


“Can’t tell you what I don’t know.” He backed up a couple of steps and three of his boys moved in closer.


“Don’t fuck around, kids,” said Farrell. “This ain’t a game.”


Then Carlos walked past Farrell with cuffs in his hand.


Teddy went for the knife on his belt and Farrell fired. He shot Garza above the wrist and the knife flew out of his hand.


“You motherfucker. Why’d you do that?” Teddy clutched his bleeding arm and howled as Farrell pointed his SW and lined the Angels up along the wall.


Carlos removed the weapons from the six kids.


“Y’all sit down against the wall and wait for y’all’s ride,” hollered Farrell. “Don’t bullshit me when I’m pissed, or I’ll fucking shoot you in the goddam eye.”


“I need a doc,” hollered Teddy. His shot arm along with his other hand and his shirt were covered in blood.


“You’ll get one as soon as we get to DPS.”


“I ain’t going to cowboy jail. That’s bad bidness.”


“Tell me about the guy who gave you the K,” said Farrell.


“How you know this shit, man?”


“I find out what I need to know. That’s how. You fuck with me and I fuck you back. Simple.”


Five minutes later Rocky arrived with a partner and a bus for the prisoners. “Hey, Farrell, what’s going on?”


“Not much, Rock. These kids are coming with us. Take them all and take Mr. Garza to the infirmary. Jesse can talk to him there.”


“Charges?”


“Book them all on suspicion of murder in the State Hospital shooting. Two counts.” Farrell grinned. “Seven more for death row in Huntsville.”


“Lucky seven,” said Rocky and he laughed.


 


BLAINE tapped on the door of the Governor’s office and Penny Warburton, Cat’s personal assistant—a huge woman, but extremely efficient—opened the door a crack, recognized him, then let him in. “Is Gene here yet?”


“He’s here,” said Mrs. Warburton, her face like a death mask.


“Jesse should be along soon,” said Blaine.


“I’ll wait for Ranger Quantrall in the outer office,” said Mrs. Warburton. “I have work to do.”


Blaine crossed the room and sat down beside the Governor. She was sitting in one of the wing chairs in the seating area by the windows. He hugged her and noted how cold she felt. This was taking a toll on her. “Do you have a sweater?”


She managed a smile.


“You feel cold to me.”


“I’ve been shivering for no reason.”


Fear.


Blaine strode over to the desk and took a couple of pictures of the note lying on the otherwise clutter-free surface.


THIS WILL SOON BE MY OFFICE


“Same plain paper and caps like the last note,” said Blaine and Gene nodded.


A knock on the door announced the arrival of Sue and her team from the lab. Blaine pointed to the note on the desk and Sue raised a dark eyebrow. “We’ll be thorough.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine. To Cat: “Let’s vacate and let Sue do her thing. Can you work down the hall?”


Cat nodded, and Gene said, “I’ll be in the office with the Governor, and I’ll also put someone outside the door in the hall.”


While the Governor was in the process of moving, Jesse arrived. He popped into the office to see the note then joined Blaine in the hallway. “Farrell brought in some suspects, and I’m going to start the interviews.”


“I’ll follow you over,” said Blaine. “I have to talk to the Chief.”


 


LUKE AND FLETCHER settled in behind the Central Library and expected a long wait. “What if he doesn’t come back from his ranch for like… two or three days?” asked Fletcher.


“Then we wait. That’s what surveillance is all about. Waiting. You put in the time and you get the information.”


“Sometimes,” said Fletch.


“Yeah, only sometimes,” said Luke. “But, hey, we have coffee and a bag of donuts and our fridge is full. We’re good for a few hours.”


 


La Grange.


ANNIE had new orders and she waited on the porch with Casey and Neil for Travis to pick her up. “You guys got enough to keep you busy while I’m in the city?”


“Sure, Mom. We’ve got stalls to clean and then I’m taking Casey on his first ride through the pine woods.”


“Okay, good. There’s Travis at the gate.” She hugged them both and ran to jump in the truck.


“Bye, Mom,” hollered Neil.


“Bye, Mom,” echoed Casey. “That’s the first time I ever said that.”


Neil gave him a fist bump.


“We up for something?” asked Travis as Annie got into the truck.


“Recon. We need to rent a condo.”


“For you and me, baby?”


Annie winked. “You got it, soldier. Our own secret love nest.”


 


Austin.


AT HEADQUARTERS, Blaine stepped down from the side step of his truck and media people swarmed him. They fired questions at him so rapidly it made his head spin.


“The arrests Ranger Donovan made this morning, were they the gangers who killed the people at the State hospital?”


“Y’all know I can’t comment on that yet. The suspects all have to be processed and interviewed. This ain’t instant pudding.”


“Will you have something for us later, Ranger B?”


“Let me talk to the Chief and I’ll see if there’s something I can give you.”


“Why would a gang do a drive-by at a State hospital?” hollered a female reporter. “I don’t understand.”


“A lot of things gangs do, make sense only to them,” said Blaine. “Many of their actions are irrational because their leaders are irrational—that’s about as close as I can come to an explanation.”


The woman nodded her head. “Will Mary Polito have anything for us on the arrests?”


“I’m meeting her inside in a few minutes. We’re working on something for y’all.”


“What about Senator Royce?” hollered one guy.


“What about him?”


“When does he go to court on the assault charges?”


Never. I hope.


“I don’t know,” said Blaine, “but y’all can check on that for yourselves on the court docket.”


“He was arrested at the mansion,” said another reporter, “That means he did something to Governor Campbell. How did he hurt the Governor?”


“Sorry, I can’t talk about it.”


 


JESSE met Farrell downstairs in booking as they were finishing up the last of Garza’s club members.


“Hey, boss,” said Farrell, “Teddy Garza is in the infirmary waiting on you. He pulled a knife on me and I nicked his arm. After that we’ve got a six-pack in holding waiting for you to make them spill it.”


“Thanks, I can see I won’t be out of here for a few hours.”


Jesse strode to the end of the hall and tapped on the door of the infirmary. The nurse on duty showed him where Teddy Garza was reclining, his right arm bandaged wrist to elbow, his left wrist cuffed to the bed rail.


Jesse stood by the bed and Garza turned his head to stare. “Another fuckin cowboy? This be my worst nightmare.”


Jesse turned on the recorder, set it on the stand by the bed and leaned on the bedrail. “I’d like you to tell me about the man who hired you for the drive-by, Mr. Garza.”


“You assholes are stuck on that, ain’t y’all? What if you got it wrong and it wasn’t us?”


“Then tell me who it was,” said Jesse. “We can trade information.”


Teddy’s eyes widened. “I don’t trade information, baseball cards or nothing else with the police. One of my rules.”


“Ever thought of revising your rules for your own good?”


“Nope. Never have.”


“You have an arraignment tomorrow,” said Jesse. “Get some rest.”


“All I can do is rest, cowboy.” He held up his bandaged arm. “Look what that motherfucker did, boss. That Dead-Eye up and shot me.”


“You pulled a knife and resisted arrest,” said Jesse. “Ranger Donovan was only doing his job.”


“Don’t b’lieve those words for a second. That wild dude love—love—loves to shoot people. Heard it on the street and didn’t pay it no mind. But I know better now. Saw the ice in his eyes this morning when he pulled the trigger.”


Jesse smiled. “You have a good day, Teddy.”


 


FLETCHER sat with the headphones on munching on his third powdered donut. He set half the donut down, wiped his hands and put the sound on speaker. “We got lift-off, partner.”


Luke opened his eyes and listened.


“The plan was cut and dried. Am I working with idiots? Why am I paying you? To be stupid?”


No response.


“All you had to do was pick off Blackmore when he came to the scene. What was so hard about that?”


“Brendan couldn’t get a clean shot. Blackmore stayed behind his truck like he knew we were gunning for him. Brendan said it was weird.”


“How could the kid know?”


“Don’t know, boss. No idea.”


“What about our other little project? How’s that coming along?”


“Slow, but it’s coming.”


“What are you planning now for the Super cop?”


“I’m working on it. I’ll have something by tonight.”


 


TRAVIS drove around the block downtown where the executive high-rise condos were located. Annie gazed out the window at each one they passed.


“Which one do you like, sugar?”


“They all look the same from the outside.”


“That one is directly across the street.” Annie pointed. “Let’s go in and see if they have any vacancies.”


“You got it, Annie-girl.” Travis wheeled into visitors’ parking and killed the engine.


Annie glanced at her jeans as she got out of the truck. “Should have dressed up. Didn’t think about it.”


“You always look gorgeous to me, girl.” Travis slipped an arm around her waist as they headed for the glassed-in front entrance.


The lobby was the size of a basketball court according to Travis. He pointed out where the hoops should be, and Annie giggled.


She approached the uniformed concierge and asked, “Do you have any units available?”


“You have to speak to the building management office about that, ma’am.” He pointed to the hallway opening off the lobby. “End of the hall on your right. Mrs. Hopkins will help you.”


“Thank you.”


Annie jogged down the long hallway to the end and walked through the open door marked Property Management. A well-dressed woman in her late forties greeted them with a smile.


“Good morning, folks. What can I do for you?”


“I was wondering if you had any units available for immediate occupancy?” asked Annie.


“Yes, we have several vacant at the moment. Were you looking to rent or purchase?”


“Umm… a rental if possible would work best for me,” said Annie.


“Let me see what we have.” Mrs. Hopkins spent several minutes tapping keys on her keyboard before she spoke. “We have a unit for rent on sixteen, a larger unit for sale on twenty, two for rent on twenty-four and the penthouse is for sale by the owner, but I doubt…” she trailed off.


Annie smiled. Mrs. Hopkins thought Annie couldn’t possibly afford the penthouse. Must be her jeans and t-shirt. Her usual outfit. Blaine came by the way he dressed honestly.


“Could we look at the two units on twenty-four?”


“Certainly. Let me get the keys.” Mrs. Hopkins walked over to a rack on the wall and chose the keys she needed.


“Bring the keys to the penthouse too. We might as well look at it while we’re up near the top.”


Travis grinned.


The elevator dinged, and they stepped out on the twenty-fourth floor. Mrs. Hopkins showed them both units. The first took only a few minutes because it faced north and had no view of the building across the street. The second unit on that floor faced the right way and Annie considered it.


She and Travis stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows peering across the street for several minutes while Mrs. Hopkins talked non-stop about the amenities the building offered.


“Do you think this is high enough?” asked Annie in a whisper.


Travis shrugged. “Could be, I guess.”


“Could I go out onto the balcony?” asked Annie.


“Of course.” Mrs. Hopkins opened the garden doors and raved about the view of the city.


“I do like this one,” said Annie, “but I’d like to see the penthouse too.”


“You haven’t looked at the gourmet kitchen or the bedrooms in this one,” said Mrs. Hopkins. “It’s beautifully decorated and furnished.”


“Yes, it is.” Annie followed her on the rest of the tour. “How much does this unit rent for?”


“Five thousand a month plus utilities and maintenance fees.”


Travis rolled his eyes.


Back in the elevator they rose to the top of the building. The doors opened to reveal a gorgeous foyer and an elegant double-door entrance into the penthouse itself.


“This is lovely,” said Annie.


Mrs. Hopkins unlocked the door and showed them in. The airy living area was flooded with unobstructed light and the view of Austin from the wall of glass was breathtaking.


Annie stood at the window and she was looking straight across the street at the balcony of Royce’s penthouse. “I like this, but I’m not sure I want to buy it.”


“The owners have decided to live in France and are asking nine million,” said Mrs. Hopkins.


“I’d like to rent it for a month to see if I like it here,” said Annie. “A trial run. They can charge me whatever they like… within reason.”


“I’ll contact them and see what they say.”


Annie gave Mrs. Hopkins her contact information and they left the building.


 


BLAINE came out of Chief Calhoun’s office as Jesse was going into interrogation room three to start interviewing the gang members Farrell had brought in. His cell rang on his belt and he checked the screen. DPS-highway patrol. “What have y’all got for me?”


“Ranger B, we got eyes on a dark red Chevy pickup matching y’all’s BOLO.”


“Great, I need that truck.”


“Seems to be abandoned.”


“Where’s the locate?”


“Home Depot parking lot in Robstown.”


That’s not a hundred miles from where they started. Why haven’t they crossed the border?


“Great, thanks. I’ll have it towed as soon as I can.”


Farrell caught up and asked who Blaine was talking to. “They should have been long gone to Mexico by now.”


“Yep, something’s up,” said Blaine. “Hang on for a sec.” He tore down the hall and stuck his head in Jamie Parnell’s office.


“Hey, Blaine. Haven’t seen you for a while.”


“Hi, Jamie, I’m happy you’re back with us.”


“Yeah, me too. Things are going well for me and Jesse.”


“I want him to be happy,” said Blaine.


“Did you need something?” she asked.


“I need any vehicles stolen in or around the Home Depot in Robstown. If you find something, get a want out on it.”


“Sure, you got guys running wild down near the gulf?”


Blaine chuckled. “A couple of them.”


“I’m on it.”


 


JESSE started the interviews of Garza’s gang in room two with a kid named Lebron Wallace. “Hey, Lebron, can I get you a soda?”


“I don’t take favors from no cops.”


Jesse shrugged. “Whatever.”


“How old are you, Lebron?”


“That ain’t your bidness, Mr. cowboy cop.”


“It is my business if you happen to be a juvenile, kiddo. Whole new ballgame.”


“I’m old enough.”


“Old enough for what?”


“To do whatever the hell I want. Nobody tells Lebron what to do anymore. Never will again.” He jerked on the cuff and it rattled against the ring.


“Except for boss Garza. He tells you what to do, doesn’t he?”


“He can tell me what to do cause he look out for me. Know what I’m say’n?”


“He protects you when you need it,” said Jesse.


“Yeah, like that.”


“Did you shoot the patients at the hospital, Lebron?”


“Hell no. I don’t shoot sick folks.”


“Do you know who did?”


He shook his head. “I don’t rat out brothers. Never happen.”


“So… it was one of your brothers did the shooting?”


“I never said that,” he hollered. “You making shit up.”


“Were you in the vehicle when the shooting went down?”


“Nope. Home watching TV.”


“I’ll check your alibi, Lebron. As soon as we’re done here, I’m heading right over to your parent’s house and I’m gonna ask them a whole bunch of questions about their son, Lebron.”


“Don’t. Don’t do that. My mom is sick, and I don’t want you going there and making her cry. Hear me?”


“Your mom doesn’t know you’re in a gang?” asked Jesse.


“Ain’t a gang. It’s a club.”


“Wrong. It’s a gang.”


Lebron stared at his hands and appeared to be thinking. “Can I have one of them free lawyers?”


“Sure, you can, Lebron. You have the right to an attorney.”


“Okay, good. I’ll take me one of those free guys. I ain’t done nothing and I want out of here.”


“If you haven’t done anything, you’ve got nothing to worry about, do you?”


“Nope.”


“I’ll have someone take you back to your cell and call a public defender for you.” Jesse had his hand on the door when Lebron said, “If y’all are going to my house like you said, check on my mom. I take care of her.”


“I’ll do that.” Jesse strolled down the hall to Jamie’s office before starting his next interview.


She looked up and greeted him with a big smile. “Hey, super stud,” she whispered.


Jesse shook his head. “I need something done before I forget.”


“What?” Jamie pulled out a notepad.


“Lebron Wallace. Pull up his address and send somebody from Social Services over there. He’s worried about being locked up because he takes care of his mother. He says she’s sick.”


“I’ll do it right away. Do you have more interviews?”


“Starting the second now,” said Jesse. “I’ll check in later.”


“I can make dinner at my place if you’re staying in the city,” said Jamie.


“Might happen that way. I’ve got four more to go.”


 


BLAINE arrived home tired and starving and couldn’t wait for a Corona and a home cooked meal. The dogs greeted him in the foyer, and he could smell something baking in the oven, but he didn’t see anybody. His stomach growled as he strode through the empty kitchen on his way to the Sub-Zero for a Corona.


“Where is everybody?”


“In here, Beb,” called Misty from the dining room. Cards were spread out and Carm, Lily, Casey and Neil were watching Misty with fascination.


“You guys getting readings?” asked Blaine.


“This is the coolest thing ever,” said Casey. “I never had my fortune told before.”


Misty ain’t a fortune teller.


Carm pointed to the chips and salsa on the sideboard and Blaine hugged her. “You saved me from starvation,” he said in Spanish.






 




CHAPTER NINE


Tuesday, June 23rd.


 


LaGrange.


ANNIE cleaned up her huge farmhouse kitchen after breakfast was over. She had tons of work to do in her office and wondered about taking a laptop to the penthouse if she was going there for several days of watching and waiting. She might as well be working on things that needed to be done, both for Powell Corp. and for the Foundation.


Deep in thought she barely noticed her cell ringing in her pocket. “Mrs. Powell, good morning, this is Audrey Hopkins. We spoke yesterday at the condo?”


“Yes, Mrs. Hopkins. What did the owners think of my proposal?”


“They accepted it, dear, although they did set the month’s rent rather high at nine thousand.”


“Nine?”


“Yes, I thought it was steep too.”


How much are you keeping, Mrs. Hopkins?


“I accept, but only if the month’s rent contributes to the purchase price if I decide to keep the penthouse.”


“I’m sure I can arrange that.”


“When can I move in?”


“Anytime. Just pop into my office and pick up the key and drop off the check.”


“I’ll do that this morning,” said Annie. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Hopkins.”


Her first call was to Jesse.


 


Giddings.


TIRED FROM his full day of interviewing the day before and then an exhausting romp in the sack with Jamie after a plate of spaghetti, Jesse sank into his chair at the breakfast table with a big sigh. Bigger than he intended.


“You okay?” asked brother Brian in his doctor mode.


“Tired. Only tired,” said Jesse. “Long day yesterday.”


“It would be easier on you if Jamie moved in here,” said Brian, “speaking from a purely medical standpoint.”


“My sex life is a feature in the American Medical Association monthly?” asked Jesse.


Tyler chuckled. “I’d buy a copy of that one and read it… twice.” He punched his brother in the arm.


Jesse drank a glass of juice, put a piece of cornbread on Charity’s highchair tray and reached for the platter of ham and eggs. He almost had it in his hand when his cell rang. He pulled the phone off his belt and checked the screen for unwanted callers.


“Morning, Ace. Nice to hear from you.”


Tyler rolled his eyes and Jesse knew from the look that his younger brother was instantly jealous. Jesse strolled into the foyer to further annoy Tyler. “What’s up?”


“I have a new directive and I rented the penthouse across the street from the target. Just letting you know I’m moving in this morning, so you can proceed accordingly.”


“Is Travis moving in with you?” asked Jesse.


“Yes, we should be settled in by noon. I have it for a month if we need it.”


“Thanks, Ace. Good work.”


Jesse hooked his phone back on his belt, turned to go back to his breakfast and Tyler ran past him heading out the door.


 


BLAINE barked out orders to the crew at the breakfast meeting. Tired and irritable, he hadn’t been sleeping well and the stress was catching up with him. He took a sip of his coffee and started.


“One: Sue picked up a print from the doorframe outside the Governor’s office. She figures the guy didn’t have gloves on at that point for whatever reason. There were no prints in Cat’s office, other than the norm.” He glanced down at his notepad. “The guy’s name is Pete Dyson. He’s in the system. Small time hood on parole for armed robbery of a liquor store. Lil has the address.” Blaine pointed. “Carlos and Farrell, go get him.”


“Two: Luke and Fletcher stay on Royce. Monitor his movements and keep in touch. Let me know if the library hassles you about parking and I’ll fix it.”


“Three: Whitey’s truck should be in the forensic garage by now. They sent a tow to Robstown yesterday. Farrell check on it when you get to DPS with Mr. Dyson. Jesse will be at headquarters finishing Garza’s punks, so give him Dyson after that.”


Farrell nodded.


“And, bro, while you and Carlos are there, check with Jamie. She’s running stolen vehicles in Robstown. See if she got a hit. Whitey must have picked something up. He ain’t using uber to haul Big Dave’s wounded ass around.”


Blaine waited for the question Farrell asked every day. It was a running joke between them now.


“What are you gonna be doing, boss?”


“I’ll be at the Governor’s office for an hour, then I’ll meet y’all at headquarters when you bring this prick Dyson in.”


 


THE GOVERNOR’S office had been restored to its former state of perfection by the time Blaine arrived. Everything was in place and the first lady of Texas sat behind her desk dressed in a navy suit and yellow silk blouse. Her red hair was pulled into a neat twist at the back of her head.


“You look better this morning.”


She smiled. “Outwardly.”


“Jell-O on the inside?” He crossed the room, Harley boots clanking and poured coffee into a china cup. “Sue got a print from the doorframe. The boys are bringing a guy in.”


“What’s his name?”


“Pete Dyson. Small time ex-con. Royce probably got him cheap.”


“I don’t know what Royce is going to do next, that’s what’s bothering me. I’m scared all the damn time.”


“He thinks we can’t touch him, but he’s wrong. We’ve got people all over him, Cat. Won’t be long now.”


“I should say something about the shooting at the State hospital.”


“That was aimed at me and I already said it. You won’t be appearing in public for a few days yet.” Blaine finished his first cup and refilled it with a sneer on his lip. “These fancy cups are too fuckin small.”


“I’ll bring you a mug from home and hide it in my bottom drawer.”


“Hey, thanks. That’s a great idea.”


Cat smiled at him and made a note on a post-it.


 


La Grange.


TYLER crushed speed limits and drove the blue Quantrall truck like a madman to Annie’s ranch. He’d believed her when she said Travis was only her working partner. What had been going on behind his back? Now they were moving in together?


He pounded the steering wheel as he stopped at the Coulter-Ross gate. Jose let him in and he parked by the garage and ran to the house. Not bothering to knock, he tore through the foyer into the kitchen and startled Rosalie who was whipping up cake batter with an electric mixer and didn’t hear him.


“Oh, Mr. Tyler, you scared me.”


“Sorry, Rosie. Where’s Annie?”


“She’s gone to work in the city.”


“Do you know where?”


Rosalie shook her head. “No, sorry, I don’t. Why don’t you call her cell?”


“Okay, thanks.” He tore outside to his truck wondering what he should do next.


If I call her and she is working, she’ll be so pissed at me. I want to see what’s going on. How can I find her?


As he drove up the highway towards Austin he called his brother. “Where’s Annie?”


“She’s working, Ty. I don’t want you bothering her.”


“Fuck, bothering. She’s with Travis. I heard you say so.”


“It’s a job, Ty and I don’t want you messing her up like you did with Leggatt.”


“Another one of those jobs? Like I’m supposed to believe that? What the hell is she doing anyway? I hate this.”


“Where are you?” asked Jesse.


“Heading for Austin.”


“Go home, Tyler. I mean it.”


“I ain’t going home. Rosie said Annie was working in the city and I’m gonna find her.”


“Shit, Tyler. You’ve got this all wrong.”


“If you don’t tell me where she is I’m gonna beat your stupid head in. Count on it cause it’s coming.”


“Come to DPS and I’ll tell you.”


“Okay. And you better not be shittin me or I’ll blacken both your fuckin eyes.”


 


Austin.


JESSE couldn’t help laughing as he ended Tyler’s call. His little brother went crazy wild sometimes and it was always amusing—most of the time. He couldn’t let Tyler mess Ace up on her assignment. It was too important. He’d think of something before Tyler got there. Did he have time to interrogate one of Garza’s boys before Tyler stormed in to headquarters? “Nope. Better wait and straighten Ty out first.”


 


FARRELL and Carlos headed for the address Lily had given them. The last known whereabouts of Pete Dyson. They ended up on a dead end street near the river. Three brown brick six-storey apartments in a row. Black spray-painted graffiti decorated all of them.


“Which building is it?” asked Farrell.


Carlos looked at the address in his hand. “Number four twenty.”


“The middle one.” Farrell pulled his truck up to the curb. “Hope I have tires when we come out. I’ll turn the strobes on just in case.”


A couple of teenage gangers were leaning on the front of the next building watching him park and Farrell waved them over. “Twenty bucks each if you watch my truck while I’m inside.”


“Sure thing, cowboy cop. Your red ride safe with us.”


Maybe. Maybe not.


The entrance was typical. The buzz-in security didn’t work anymore. The lock had been pried and the inside door didn’t fully close. The square lobby area was filthy and littered with garbage. The stink of it all made hurling a possibility.


Farrell gagged, choked back his breakfast taco and ran up the urine soaked stairs. “How high?”


“Third.” Carlos was right behind him.


On the third floor Carlos pointed left. “Three fifteen.”


They stood on either side of the door and Farrell tapped with the muzzle of his gun. “Police, Mr. Dyson. Need to talk to you.”


A girl not more than eighteen opened the door in a sheer nightie. Nothing to see. Stick thin and body like a twelve-year-old boy. “Pete’s sleeping.”


Farrell pushed past her, and Carlos followed. “I need Pete. Which way?”


“Down the hall. He’s gonna be pissed you wake him up.”


Farrell grinned. “Yeah, let’s see how pissed.”


The bedroom door was open, and Pete Dyson lay naked sprawled across the bed, his eyes shut. He was snoring.


Farrell snapped a cuff on his wrist and Dyson woke up hollering. “Get your fuckin hands off me. I’ll kill all of you.”


With the free cuff in his hand, Farrell jerked Dyson into a sitting position, picked a pair of jeans up off the floor and threw them at him. “Get dressed.”


“I ain’t going anywhere with y’all.”


“Wrong answer. I said get dressed.” Farrell cocked the SW and pointed it at Dyson’s head. “It’s early in the morning. Don’t make me kill you before noon.”


Dyson noted the look in Farrell’s eyes, grabbed hold of the jeans and pulled them on, his right wrist dangling the other cuff. Farrell threw a t-shirt at him and he tugged it over his mop of curly brown hair.


“Do up the cuffs, Carlos. Mr. Dyson don’t look like the trustworthy type.”


Carlos smiled and cuffed Dyson’s hands behind his back.


Farrell pointed to a pair of broken down runners on the floor and Dyson stuck his feet in them.


As Pete Dyson marched to the door he called to the young girl, “Call the number, Pammy.”


“Royce ain’t gonna help you, asshole,” said Farrell, “You’re fuckin toast.”


Dyson’s eyes widened.


 


JESSE MET Tyler in the lobby of the DPS building and ushered him into one of the interrogation rooms to speak to him privately. Jesse pointed at a chair and said, “Sit down, Ty. We need to talk.”


Tyler paced back and forth in the small room and wouldn’t sit. “I can’t believe Annie. She said we were okay after our last fight and now she does this?”


“Thing is,” said Jesse, “she ain’t doing anything, Tyler. At least nothing to do with you. She’s working on something important and Travis is her backup. Her work is dangerous, and she needs protection.”


“Why can’t she just run her ranch and her store and act normal?”


“She didn’t ask for this job. She was chosen for it by someone and she doesn’t do it all the time. Once in a while, is all—once in a while when… never mind when.” Jesse tapped his finger on the metal desk. “I’m going to tell you this once, Tyler, and I’m not dicking around. I’m dead serious. Annie’s off limits until this is over.”


“What the hell is she doing that’s so goddam important that I can’t see her?”


“Let’s just say she’s saving somebody’s life, okay?”


Tyler stared at Jesse for a moment and nodded his head. “Will you tell her to call me?”


“Of course, I will. She’ll call you. She loves you, Ty. She’s not cheating on you with Travis.”


“How can you be sure?”


“I’m sure.”


I’m pretty sure.


Jesse watched Ty leave through the front door and Farrell came in the back with the new suspect.


“Where do you want him, boss?”


“Room two is good. I was just in there grilling Tyler.” He laughed.


Carlos helped Dyson through the door of the small interrogation room and fastened his cuffs to the table.


“Thanks, boys,” said Jesse. “Get Mr. Dyson a coffee, would you?”


“Sure thing.” said Carlos. “Want one, boss?”


Jesse shook his head and turned on the recorder. He set up the interview and started. “So, Mr. Dyson. You were the one who put the note on the Governor’s desk?” Jesse watched Dyson’s face for a flicker and the guy didn’t give much away.


“What note?”


“The one Senator Royce told you to deliver.”


“Don’t know nothing about it.”


“The way I’ve got it figured is this, somebody on security on Royce’s payroll let you inside the Capitol building. They supplied a key to her office. The only mistake you made was at her door. You touched the doorframe before you put the gloves on.”


“Don’t know what you’re talking about. Honest.”


“Okay, we’re being honest,” said Jesse. “Tell me how your print got on the door frame of Governor Campbell’s office?”


Dyson shrugged. “I have no idea.”


“How much did Royce pay you for delivering the note?”


Dyson stared at his hands.


“Hope it was enough to make up for all the years you’ll be in prison.”


Dyson said nothing.


Carlos returned with the coffee and Jesse stood up. “After Mr. Dyson drinks his coffee, take him to booking.”


“What are we charging him with, boss?”


“Start with B and E and threatening a government official. Have Lil notify his parole officer that Mr. Dyson has breached his parole and is now residing temporarily at DPS. The parole officer can take it from there and send Pete back where he came from.”


“Yep.” Carlos unhooked Dyson and took him to booking.


 


FARRELL hoofed it out to the forensic garage to see if anything interesting had turned up in Whitey’s truck. “Hey, Glen, are you finished with this one?”


“Just finished but haven’t done the report yet.”


“No matter, we already know the ID’s of the two guys we’re looking for. I just need a hint where they’re going or any other little gem I can work with.”


“Not much in the truck other than the stink of dead fish and blood. Lot of blood soaked into the passenger seat and a pool of it in the foot well on the passenger side. The guy riding on that side had problems.”


“Gator bite,” said Farrell. “Saw it happen.”


Glen screwed up his face. “All those teeth can rip you apart in seconds. Lucky he ain’t dead already.”


On the way back inside, Farrell called Lil at the Agency. “Hey, gorgeous.”


“What do you want, Farrell?” Lil sounded tired.


“Forensics says Big Dave is doing a lot of bleeding from his gator bite. Could you check clinics, hospitals, whatever, starting at Robstown and working out. Also, break-ins to anything medical?”


“Sure, I’ll start on it right away.”


“They’ve had lots of time to get to the border but haven’t made it. Makes me think if the problem is big enough, we might still catch them.”


“Call you as soon as I have something.”


“Thanks.”


He joined Carlos in Jamie’s office to see what she had on stolen vehicles in Robstown.


“I did get one at the Home Depot, and I put a BOLO out on it. A customer reported her Jeep Cherokee missing.” Jamie pushed the information across the desk to Carlos.


“Good job, Jamie. Hope highway patrol spots the bastards soon. According to Glen out back, there is some good news. Big Dave might be bleeding to death.”


 


LUKE AND FLETCHER sat all morning in the library parking lot, drank coffee and ate a bag of walnut crullers and never heard a sound from Senator Royce’s penthouse.


“I’m gonna fall asleep, partner, if we don’t get some action soon.”


“Maybe the guy don’t get up until noon,” said Fletch. “Senators don’t have to get up early for nothing.”


“He was up before this a couple days ago, I’m sure of it.”


“Could be he’s back in DC,” said Luke. “How would we know?”


Fletch held up a hand and flicked the switch for speaker. “He’s talking on the phone, I think.”


“Don’t matter where he goes or what he’s doing, keep on him until you get a chance to take him out. That’s what I’m paying you for.”


“Think he’s talking about taking out the boss?” asked Fletcher.


“Royce was pissed about the hospital fuck-up,” said Luke. “He could be trying again.”


“We should call Blacky,” said Fletcher.


“Nope. He might ignore the warning. We should tell Farrell.”


“Okay,” said Fletch. “Do it.”


 


FARRELL and Carlos were in the parking lot at DPS talking to Blaine and Jesse when Farrell got the call.


“You guys got something?” Farrell walked away from the others, threw his butt down and stepped on it.


“Not much,” said Luke, “but might be something. Heard Royce on a phone call and he said keep on him until you get a shot no matter where he goes.”


“Okay, he hasn’t given up on capping Blacky. I’ll make sure he ain’t alone.”


“Thanks,” said Luke. “Me and Fletch are worried about the boss.”


“Good job, guys.”


 


ANNIE met Travis at the penthouse of the high-rise condo and they unpacked their luggage. She hadn’t brought much, thinking a day or two was all it would take.


“Never thought I’d be hanging out in one of these places,” said Travis. “Look at the view from here, Annie-girl. It’s amazing.”


“I bet at night its something,” said Annie. “All the city lights.”


“Which bedroom should I take?” Travis headed down the hallway with his duffel.


“Anyone you want. You have a choice.”


“I want to be in the one you’re in, no question.”


“Ty wouldn’t like it. Lately he’s been a green machine. He’s probably freaking out. I better call him.”


“He gets a little worked up,” said Travis. “Kind of funny.”


“Not funny if you’re me,” said Annie. “He shouts all kinds of crap at me.”


“That’s cause you’re a wild woman and a bad girlfriend.”


“I guess so.” She picked up her cell and called. “Hey, baby, I’m missing you.”


“Where are you, Annie?”


“I’m in the city. Can you meet me downtown for dinner tonight?”


“Sure. Is Travis coming too?”


“Nope. Me and you somewhere nice. Pick one with a good band and we’ll go.”


“Jesse said you were working.”


“True, I am working, but I still have to eat and see the person I love.”


“Okay. I’ll check the bands and pick one. Call you back.”


“I love you, Ty.”


 


TYLER secured a table next to the dance floor at Dance Across Texas. Being a musician, he loved to be near the bands and he loved to dance. Two things he loved almost as much as he loved Annie.


She came floating towards him at ten after eight, a vision in a Navajo print dress, her long black hair in a braid down her back.


“You look phenomenal,” he said with a grin.


“I dressed up for you, baby.” She kissed him passionately before taking her seat at the opposite side of the table.


Ty filled a glass for her from the pitcher he had on the go. “I’m glad you had time to see me,” said Ty. “There are things I want to talk about. We started talking about them a couple of times and never finished.”


“Okay.” Annie took a long drink of her beer. “What things are on your mind? Are you breaking up with me again?”


“Nope. Can’t do that. Not ever. I can’t even breathe when we’re not like… you know… a couple.”


“There must have been a lot of times in the last five years when you weren’t breathing, Ty.” Annie smiled at him.


“I was stupid, and I was an asshole. Sometimes you have to be both those things before you know what’s good for you.”


Annie reached across the table and took his hand. “And what is good for Tyler Quantrall?”


“You are, Annie. You asked me before to move to Coulter-Ross, so we could be together, and I was dragging my feet because of Jesse not liking it and missing Charity and a bunch of other shit, but I’m ready now and it’s the right thing to do. Right for Tyler.”


“Finally, we’re getting somewhere,” said Annie. “As soon as I’m done this job—two days, a week at the most—and I’m back home, I’m ready for you to move. I love you, Ty.”


Tyler grinned, then stood up and gave Annie his hand. “Let’s dance.”






 




CHAPTER TEN


Wednesday, June 24th.


 


Austin.


BLAINE had assigned Fletcher and Luke to more surveillance on the senator, knowing they were growing tired of it, but it had to be done. The more they knew about Royce the easier it would be to nail him.


Jesse had come up with nothing more from the interviews with Teddy Garza’s gangers. None of them were talking and ratting out their boss.


Pete Dyson wasn’t ratting out his boss either. The ex-con sat in his cell playing dumb and saying nothing.


Everything was at a goddam standstill and that made Blaine nuts. He had to be in motion. Forward motion—pushing ahead against one crime after another. He filled his mug from the carafe on the counter, paced the length of the kitchen and said nothing.


The sound of Lil running down the hall in stiletto heels made Blaine turn his head. She tore into the kitchen waving a slip of paper. “A walk-in clinic in a place called Alice was broken into.”


Farrell Googled it on his phone and hollered, “Route 44. The fuckers are heading for Laredo.”


“Let’s go,” said Blaine.


 


Pleasanton


SOUTH OF San Antonio, flying down the I-37 with strobes flashing, Farrell pointed to the right and hollered, “Rest area. I have to take a piss.”


“Fuck pissing,” Blaine hollered back, “we’re in a fuckin hurry, or hadn’t you noticed.”


“Turn in,” growled Farrell, “I’ll be quick.”


Blaine cranked the wheel barely missing a beige Prius, squealed the oversized tires and pulled into the turning lane.


Farrell grabbed the ‘holy shit’ bar and cursed his brother. “You don’t have to kill me over a bodily function, you short-fused bandito.”


Blaine snorted as he parked in front of the path leading to the washroom building.


“I might as well go too,” said Carlos. “I don’t want to get murdered when I have to piss an hour from now.”


Farrell chuckled and gave Carlos a fist bump as they ran to the men’s side of the facility.


Under pressure, they were in and out inside of five minutes. Farrell and Carlos had pissed in high gear and were ahead of Blaine on the way back to the truck. Blaine broke into a jog to catch up and saw the sun glint off something on the top of one of the big rigs parked in the lot behind the one for tourists. “Gun,” he hollered, and dove sideways onto the grass. “Down.”


The shot rang out and a woman three feet behind Blaine crumpled to the sidewalk. Blaine rolled and was back on his feet and running in seconds. Booking it towards the truck, he fired his Beretta twice at the shooter.


Farrell ran towards the eighteen-wheeler as the sleeping driver, awakened by the shots above his head, staggered out the door of his truck wondering what the hell was going on.


“Get inside,” Farrell hollered. There’s a sniper on top of your truck.” He ran around the back of the rig, climbed the ladder with his SW in his hand and cautiously poked his head up to take a look.


The sniper lay dead. Two rounds in his head. The rifle still in his hand. Farrell nodded. Nobody more accurate than his brother.


Except for Annie.


Farrell climbed down the ladder and Blaine was waiting for him. “Dead. Nice shooting.”


Blaine said nothing, just called it in and ran back to where the woman lay on the sidewalk. “Ambulance will be here soon,” he said to the husband kneeling beside his wife.


Minutes later, sirens wailed, and the ambulance was first on the scene. The paramedics stopped the bleeding in her shoulder, started an IV and loaded her into the ambulance for a quick trip to a San Antonio hospital. Her husband, pale and silently weeping, followed in their SUV.


I hate it when innocents get hurt. That bullet was meant for me.


Blaine leaned on his truck, lit up a smoke and called Jesse.


 


JESSE was in Jamie Parnell’s office at headquarters doing paperwork for the team when he got the call from Blacky. “Hey, kiddo, anything on the break-in?”


“Not there yet. A shooter tried for me at a rest stop south of San Antonio. Missed me and shot a lady. I need you to come down, take the scene and pick up Carlos.”


“Okay, yeah. I can do that. I’ll tell Calhoun what’s going on and leave right away. Jamie can help me with witness interviews and like that. Tell Carlos I won’t be too long.” Jesse paused. “What about the shooter?”


“Dead on top of a big rig. The local sheriff is on his way.”


“I’m glad you’re okay. Keep going south and catch those fuckers. Call me later.”


Jamie raised an eyebrow and asked, “You have a crime scene?”


“We do. We’re out of here.”


 


Austin.


MISTY screamed and dropped her tea cup on the tile floor. The cup smashed into tiny pieces and hot tea splashed and burned her bare feet.


Carm came running from the laundry room. “Que pasa?”


“Blaine. Somebody is trying to hurt Blaine.” Tears rolled down her face and she couldn’t stop them.


Carm ran for a mop and cleaned up the mess as Misty ran into the dining room searching for her phone.


She pressed number one and Blaine answered on the first ring. “Hey, sweetheart.”


“He sent two. Watch for the second one.” Misty was hysterical. Crying and yelling into the phone.


“What, Mist?”


“There are two of them trying to kill you, Beb.”


“Okay, two. I shot one.”


“I know. I love you.”


 


Route 281.


BLAINE PRESSED END and turned to Farrell. “Misty says Royce sent two.”


Farrell swiveled around and tried to see if there was a tail. “Don’t see anybody but I’m on it. How does she know?”


“I’ve given up trying to figure it out,” said Blaine. “I just roll with it and take it as the gospel.”


“I’m checking with DPS to see if there’s anything on the Jeep Cherokee yet,” said Farrell. “They could have crossed at Laredo by now and we’re wasting our time.”


“That could be true, but we’ve got a want at all the border crossings.”


 


Austin.


WEARING SHORTS and a tank, Annie sat on the penthouse balcony basking in the sun with a tall glass of sweet tea on the glass table beside her. “Nice out here, isn’t it?” she said to Travis. “The air is so fresh way up here in the clouds.”


Travis didn’t answer. He’d fallen asleep in the chair beside her.


She picked up her rifle and peered through the scope. Royce’s patio doors appeared to be so close she could see a spot where the paint was chipped on the trim.


There had been no movement across the way all morning. He hadn’t even pulled the curtains back to look outside. “Maybe he’s not even there,” she mumbled to herself.


“What?” Travis was semi-conscious.


“Nothing happening. Go back to sleep.”


 


Alice.


BLAINE parked in front of the clinic with the yellow tape across the door and the new sheet of plywood over the broken window. A kid was standing out front trying to see inside through a cracked piece of glass that wasn’t covered.


“What’s going on, buddy?” Farrell asked the kid.


“Something bad happened,” said the boy. “This is the tape they have on TV when something bad happens.”


“You’re a smart one,” said Farrell. “I’m going inside to see what did happen. Back in a few.”


“You a cop?”


“Yep.”


“You look like a cowboy, not a cop.”


“Cowboy cop,” said Farrell. He opened the door, let Blaine go in first and followed him in.


A crime scene unit was running the scene and it looked like they were almost finished.


Blaine introduced himself and Farrell and said they were in hot pursuit of Whitey Sweedo and Dave Warren. He walked over to the tech who seemed to be in charge. Her name was Sergeant Laura Twining, a short, dark-haired girl wearing latex gloves and toting a Luminol spray.


“I’ve got Sweedo’s prints on the drug cabinet and the supply cabinet that holds gauze and bandages. That’s what he took. Drugs and bandages.”


“No prints belonging to Dave Warren?” asked Farrell.


“Nope. He wasn’t in here,” said Laura. “Maybe he couldn’t make it inside and that was the whole point of Sweedo trying to help him.”


“Yep, that’s the way I see it too,” said Blaine. “Warren is a mess from the gator bite and Whitey is having trouble making it to the border.”


“His partner has a gator bite?” asked Laura.


“Yeah,” said Blaine. “We know he’s bleeding bad.”


“Whitey would be better off to dump Warren and run for it,” said Farrell. “Big Dave is toast anyways.”


 


Pleasanton.


JESSE arrived at the rest area about an hour after Blacky called him about the shooting. Carlos was waiting for him, chatting with the local sheriff while the Medical Examiner dealt with the body on the roof of the Peterbilt.


“Where was Blacky when the sniper tried for him,” asked Jesse.


Carlos walked Jesse over to the spot. “We had all come out of the building. Farrell and I were ahead and Blacky was about here.” Carlos pointed.


Jesse nodded and noted the blood on the sidewalk where the woman had fallen. “Too bad about the innocent. Hate when that happens.”


“Yeah, Blacky was upset about her,” said Carlos, “and her poor old husband was a mess. Hope she’s okay.”


Jesse stood where Blacky had been standing and stared at the big rig, trying to figure the yardage. “Blacky took a dive, then jumped up running, and took the guy out?”


“He saw the sun glint off the rifle barrel,” said Carlos. “Me and Farrell never saw the guy.”


“Blacky jumps up and on the run puts two in the shooter’s head with a hand gun?”


“Sounds like Tom Cruise, don’t it?” Carlos chuckled.


“Yeah, Mission Impossible.”


 


Austin.


FLETCHER came back to the surveillance unit with chili dogs and fries from the vendor on the corner. “Anything while I was gone?”


Luke held up a hand and put the sound on speaker.


“What do you mean he killed Grady? What the hell am I paying you assholes for? Where are you now? Okay, finish the job and call me when it’s over and not before. No more screwups, Vic.”


“Are they trying for the boss again?” asked Fletcher taking a bite out of his chili dog.


“Sounds like it, but we can’t be sure.”


“We should call Farrell again.”


“Yeah, do it,” said Luke, “tell them what we know, even though it ain’t much.”


 


Alice.


FARRELL’S cell rang as Blaine headed west on route 44 out of Alice. “Yeah, Fletch. You guys got something?”


“Royce just got a call from one of his people. The guy said somebody—I figured it was you or the boss—killed his guy named Grady.”


“Blacky capped him. Jesse and Carlos have the scene.”


“There’s another guy,” said Fletch. “Watch out for the second guy. Royce is pissed and told shooter number two to get the job done.”


“Thanks. Good work, guys. I know surveillance can be a pain in the ass, but y’all are getting some decent information.”


“Thanks, Farrell. Keep an eye out for the second shooter.”


“All over it.”


“What are you all over?” asked Blaine.


“There’s a second shooter on us. Misty knew it and now it’s confirmed by Luke and Fletch. Royce is madder than hell that you capped the first one and you’re still breathing.”


“Where’s the second guy gonna hit me? Any clue?”


“That’s the question we need an answer to, ain’t it?” Farrell’s cell rang again, and he thought it was Fletch calling back but it wasn’t. “Yes, sir. Good catch. I needed that so bad. Thanks again.”


“What do you need so bad?”


“Turn on the siren. Whitey just went through downtown Freer.”


 


Freer.


BLACKY flicked the siren on, the strobes were already flashing, and he pounded down on the gas as they flew across route 44 to Freer.


“Five miles into town,” hollered Farrell. “Don’t let up.” Cars and pickups were pulling over to the side to let them pass. “Intersection.” Farrell pointed at the sign.


“Straight through or left?” hollered Blaine.


“Go left. They gotta be on 59 to get to the border.”


The light was red, and Blaine didn’t stop. He cranked the wheel to the left and whizzed through the intersection.


“We can’t be too far behind,” said Farrell. “Whitey won’t be going this fast.”


He pulled out his smokes and his lighter then shouted, “There. That’s it. Gray Jeep on the side of the road.”


Blaine couldn’t stop that quickly. Passed it, slowed and turned around. He parked on the wrong side, facing the Jeep, left the lights flashing, jumped out and broke into a run.


Farrell was already out of the truck running back to the Cherokee. He jerked the driver’s door open and there was nobody inside. “Not here.”


“Check the gas,” said Blaine. “They’re stupid. Probably ran out of gas. The assholes.”


Farrell turned the key and had a quick look. “Yeah, it’s on empty.” He rounded the Jeep to look for footprints. “How far can they get on foot?”


“Wish we had the dogs,” said Blaine.


Farrell did a three sixty and said, “Houses over there. Too many people. Only one way for them to go and that’s to the bush over there on the other side of this pasture field.”


“We’ve got to run through this herd of steers,” said Blaine, glancing lovingly at his Harley boots. “Watch out for shit.”


Farrell climbed over the fence. “Yeah, I’m watching.”


 


Pleasanton.


JESSE, CARLOS and Jamie finished up the statements at the rest area. The shooter had no ID on him, but with a bit of luck, the asshole’s prints would show up in the system and maybe they could link him to Royce with something other than illegal surveillance. Jesse spoke to the local medical examiner and arranged for the shooter’s body to be sent to Austin.


“Ready to go?” asked Jamie. “Do you want me to drive, Jesse? You look wiped?”


“Sure.” He was tired and didn’t argue. That was one thing he’d overcome—thinking he was infallible. He wasn’t. He appreciated how much Jamie cared about him and let her take over. He hopped in the shotgun seat of the Range Rover and took a couple of calming breaths.


Jamie took the wheel and Carlos slid into the back seat.


“The best witness would be the shot woman’s husband,” said Carlos, “but he followed the ambulance to San Antone.”


“We’ll stop into the hospital and see how the woman is. Blacky will want to know, and if she’s up to it, we can ask a couple questions,” said Jesse. “Good thought, Carlos.”


 


Route 59 past Freer.


BLAINE AND FARRELL ran across the pasture field, dodging hillocks, rocks, the odd cactus and dozens of piles of steaming cow shit.


“See anything?” asked Blaine. Nothing but trees ahead of them.


“Nope, and that bush looks thick and huge. Maybe ten acres or more.”


“Wonder if Whitey has a gun?” Blaine barely spit out the words when a shot was fired behind them and he propelled forward into one of the piles they were avoiding.


“Shit,” hollered Farrell. He spun around and ran back towards the road, as fast as he could go through the rough terrain firing his SW.


Bang.


Bang.


Bang.


The guy dropped on the other side of the fence and Farrell wasn’t sure he was dead. He could see the asshole wasn’t moving, but his body had rolled into the ditch and the grass was high. Farrell cursed as he climbed the fence, SW in his hand and keeping an eye on the guy in case he was faking. Once he was close enough he could see—half the asshole’s head was missing—yeah, deader than dead.


Farrell called for help, climbed the fence again and ran back for his brother.


Out of breath when he got back to the spot where Blacky had fallen, Farrell rolled him over to see if he was conscious. Nope. He was out. Just as well. Blacky would be madder than hell on a Sunday if he knew he was covered in shit. Farrell sucked in a couple of breaths, picked his brother up off the ground and threw him over his shoulder.


He was almost back to the fence when first response arrived. Farrell hollered to the paramedics who were staring down at the corpse in the ditch. “Get a stretcher for my brother. He’s bleeding bad.” Farrell stopped at the fence, waited until the two guys with nice clean uniforms were ready and then he handed Blacky over, barely an inch of him that wasn’t covered in blood and cow shit.


One of the medics—the one with Fraser on his name tag—made a face and said, “He’s a mess.”


“I know he stinks,” Farrell hollered in their faces, “He’s also hurt bad.” Farrell was on the edge. “So… disregard the shit and help him as fast as you can fuckin manage it.”


The two guys took Blacky, shifted into high gear and did their thing. Only a couple minutes passed before they had him in the back of the ambulance. They pulled onto the highway, sirens blaring.


Two squads arrived next and Farrell briefed them on the fugitives and sent three of the four into the woods to search for Whitey and Big Dave. With that done he made the call he didn’t want to make. “Mom, it’s me.”


“Farrell, what’s the matter?”


“One of Royce’s shooters just shot Blacky. He’s on his way to a hospital in Laredo.”


“Are you way down there?”


“Yeah, manhunt.”


“Umm… I don’t know if I can leave right now.”


“He’ll be in surgery and dopey until tomorrow. Do the job tonight.”


“I’ll get it done today or tonight, no matter what. I love you, baby.”


“Love you, Annie. No words.” He ended that call and next was Lily.


“Farrell, you haven’t been checking in.” Lil was pissed. “Did you get Whitey and Dave Warren?”


“Almost.”


“What happened?”


“Complications. Royce sent two shooters for Blacky. The second one took him down.”


Lil screamed into the phone and nearly fuckin deafened him. She never lost it. Just this one time.


“Lil, listen to me,” hollered Farrell.


“I’m listening.”


“Bring Misty to Laredo. Pack a bag, it might be a couple days.”


“How bad is it?”


“Couldn’t tell.”


“What do you mean you couldn’t tell?”


Farrell didn’t answer.


“Oh, Jeeze, Farrell. What hospital?”


“Don’t know. I’m not there yet. I’ll call you back.”


“I’ll get Misty ready. Does your mother know?”


“Yes.”


 


San Antonio.


AT THE HOSPITAL in San Antonio, Jesse found Mrs. Webster’s room. She was sleeping, heavily medicated after her surgery and her husband was holding vigil at her bedside.


“Mr. Webster, I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall, could I speak to you in the corridor for a couple of minutes?”


“I don’t like to leave my wife alone.” He said as he followed Jesse out the door.


“I understand. Just a couple of questions and you can sit with her again.” Jesse nodded at Jamie to take notes. “Think back to the rest area and tell me what you saw when you came out of the washroom building with your wife.”


“Umm…I got a bottle of water and two Hershey bars from the row of vending machines while I waited for Helen. She came out of the women’s and we started walking together to the car. The boy with the long black hair was a few steps in front of us.”


“Ranger Blackmore,” said Jesse.


Mr. Webster raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that was him at the time. It was him the gunman was shooting at, right?”


Jesse nodded. “Yes.”


“Okay,” said Mr. Webster, and Jesse could tell the man was trying to think. “Everything happened fast after that, but I’ll tell you as clear as I can remember.”


“Go ahead.”


“The boy, Ranger Blackmore, dove onto the grass and rolled before I even heard the shot. I didn’t know what was happening. Helen fell down beside me, and I thought she tripped. As I bent down to help her, I saw a man running. He was behind the big rigs in the next parking lot over from where we were, and I just saw a flash of him between two of the trucks. I don’t know where he went after that because I saw Helen was bleeding and I lost it.”


“Thank you, Mr. Webster. You’ve been very helpful. I hope your wife makes a full recovery.”


In the hospital parking lot, Jesse opened the door of the Range Rover and his cell rang.


“It’s Farrell, boss. Got bad news.”


 


Austin.


ANNIE ended the call to Farrell and she was furious. “That fucker just shot my son,” she hollered, and Travis woke up from his doze.


“What? Blacky got shot?” Travis stood up and followed Annie inside the penthouse.


“I’m going over there.”


“You can’t do that.”


“Like you can stop me?” Annie ran into the bedroom to change. She came out moments later wearing a turquoise dress and matching boots.


“Bring some of those canisters that make a noise and start the fires. We’re going to bring some excitement into the senator’s life.”


Travis put on a jacket that would make him sweat for sure the minute he stepped outside, loaded up the pockets with things he might need, and grabbed his Sig out of the harness on the counter. He shoved the gun into his waistband and hurried to catch up to Annie.


“Ready?” Annie picked up her purse and ran to the elevator with Travis hot on her heels.


In the elevator, Travis tried to reason with her. “This isn’t the way to do it, Annie-girl. No plan is no good. Never ever. You have your approved methods and then you have reckless shit, and that’s the mode you are in right this moment. You are about to do some reckless shit.”


Annie smiled. “The R.S. mode. I like it.”


“This ain’t a joke, Annie. Not funny if we get caught.”


“The man has to be stopped,” said Annie. “I was told to use my own discretion.”


“This ain’t it.”


Annie giggled as they crossed the lobby and headed across the street.


 


Laredo.


FARRELL sat in the waiting room at the Acute Care Hospital waiting for a word, any word on his brother’s condition. It seemed like hours Blaine had been in surgery. He checked the time on his cell for the hundredth time and it rang in his hand and scared the crap out of him.


“Hey, Chief. Jesse call you?”


“He did, son. Any word?”


“Nothing. I’ll call you. I’m just sitting here waiting.”


“Does Catherine know?”


“Not unless Jesse told her. I didn’t think to call her.”


“I’ll do it.”


“Thanks, Chief.”


 


Austin.


GOVERNOR CATHERINE CAMPBELL sat in her office with Special Agent Gene Wyman working on his laptop in the seating area near the window. It was driving her around the bend having people watching her the whole day long while she tried to work. As soon as Blaine brought Royce down her work day might possibly return to normal. The Senate would reconvene, and she’d have a new Lieutenant Governor to help her with the monumental work load. It couldn’t be soon enough.


Her cell rang, and she checked the screen. “Chief Calhoun, good afternoon.”


“Not so good, Catherine. Blaine has been wounded down near Laredo and he’s been taken to hospital.”


Catherine felt a scream welling up inside her and she tried to suppress it. “Which hospital?”


“Acute Care in Laredo,” said the Chief. “Farrell is there, and Blaine is in surgery. That’s all I know.”


“Thank you, Chief. I’m cleaning up here and packing a bag. I’ll have to stay overnight.”


“Don’t go alone.”


“Gene is here. He’ll go with me.”


“Call me when you know something,” said the Chief.


“Absolutely.”


Gene was standing beside her desk when she finished the call. “Where are we going, Governor?”


“Home first to pack a bag, then we’re going to Laredo. Blaine has been shot.”


Gene sucked in a breath. “Any details?”


“None.”


“We should go.”


 


FOLLOWING the loose R.S. plan they’d hatched on the way across the street, Travis entered Royce’s building five minutes after Annie-girl. When he walked through the glass entrance doors, she was flirting with the concierge and had him so mesmerized, he didn’t even glance up to see who was coming into his precious lobby.


Travis took a lefty down the main corridor off the lobby, spotted the men’s room, went inside and locked the door behind him. He unrolled reams of paper towels and toilet paper and started a fire in the waste container. Once that was blazing real good, he strode to the emergency stairwell at the end of the hall and tossed in a flash bang.


Running back towards the lobby, he smashed the glass on the fire alarm with the butt of his Sig. He picked up speed and sprinted into the lobby hollering, “There’s a fire in the men’s room.”


The concierge panicked as predicted, followed protocol and called for the building to be evacuated.


Sirens sounded outside five minutes later as the fire department arrived, and residents were already pouring out of the elevators.


A short walk from the main entrance lobby was the elevator lobby. Annie took up a position close to a huge potted palm and from her vantage point she could see everybody who exited the elevators. The smell of smoke from the men’s room was a convincing motivator to get the hell out of dodge.


Senator Royce was one of the last to come down to the main floor. Annie fell into step beside him and stayed close as he walked along behind a group of other residents. They passed through the lobby and exited through the front doors.


With a couple hundred people milling about on the sidewalk nobody was paying much attention to anyone else. A lot of grumbling and complaining about having to leave their marvelous condos was the topic of conversation. Most of them didn’t believe it was a real fire.


Royce had other things on his mind and stepped around a corner of the building to make a private phone call. He was slightly concealed by a copse of bushes and his position was ideally suited to Annie’s purposes.


“Answer me, you stupid son of a bitch,” he said into his phone and those were the last words the senator spoke.


Annie placed the suppressor against Royce’s temple and pulled the trigger. “That was for Blaine,” she whispered. The senator slumped into the bushes and Annie stuffed her gun back in her purse.


She walked casually along the sidewalk and joined Travis at the corner. He took her hand and they crossed at the light, returning to their own penthouse to pack up. The job was done.


Once they were upstairs she texted. “Done.”


“That’s my girl.”


 


LUKE and Fletcher heard the fire alarm go off. “Something is happening in the senator’s building,” said Luke. “Fire drill or some such.”


“Yeah, they probably have them every month to keep the old fogies on their toes.”


“More than old people live there,” said Luke. “A lot of professional people like condo living.”


“How do you know?” asked Fletch, casting Luke a skeptical glance.


“I know things,” Luke spoke in that slow Louisiana drawl. “I’m from West Monroe, not the moon.”


“Would you live in a high rise condo?”


“No. I like it at the ranch.”


“There you go.”


A tap on the back door of the camper and it was Travis.


“Hey, Travis, your special assignment over?”


“Yep, all done. You guys are done surveillance too.”


“We’re done?” asked Fletcher, sounding like he could hardly believe it.


“Go on home and I’m not sure what’s happening for tomorrow,” said Travis. “Blacky got shot today and he’s in a hospital in Laredo. I’ll have to call you guys after I talk to Jesse.”


“How bad is he hurt?” asked Luke.


“Was it the second shooter?” asked Fletcher.


“No details, but it’s not good. Annie is leaving shortly, and we’ll know more soon.” 


 


Giddings.


TYLER was in his office in the barn finishing up paperwork and getting a couple of Appaloosas ready for customers. He and Paul had shows coming up and they were swamped with work. Annie’s picture showed on his cell and he smiled. “Hey, baby, up for another night of dancing?”


“Umm… something else. Blaine was shot, and I have to go to Laredo. I’m leaving as soon as I pack a bag. Can you come with me?”


“Damn right I’m coming. I’ll be at your ranch in twenty minutes.”


“Thanks, baby. I need you.”


Paul took one look at Tyler’s face. “What’s happening?”


“Somebody shot Blacky. I’m going with Annie to Laredo.”


“Go,” said Paul. “Call as soon as you know anything.”


Tyler parked his truck at Coulter-Ross, locked it up and ran to the porch where Annie was waiting for him. He held her close and kissed her tears away. “It’ll be okay. I love you, Annie.”


She tossed him the keys and pointed. “Take this one.”


Tyler slid behind the wheel of Annie’s Ram. Her favorite old truck that she wouldn’t give up. Viper engine and always tuned up, it was a fast ride. Not as fast as the Maserati, but fast. She tossed a small bag into the back and hopped into the shotgun seat.


Tyler drove across the I-10 at a steady ten miles over the limit heading for the interchange for I-35 south, while Annie sat in the passenger seat crying over Blaine. “Royce did this. I should have done my job faster and it never would have happened.”


“I don’t know what you’re saying, baby, but if Blacky was on a case and got shot near Laredo, it had nothing to do with you and you couldn’t have prevented it if you tried—at least, I don’t see how.”


 


Laredo.


WELL AFTER MIDNIGHT when they arrived at the hospital in Laredo and visiting hours were a thing of the past. Annie made inquiries and found Farrell asleep on a rock hard futon in a waiting room on the fifth floor. She smelled him before she saw him. He smelled like he’d rolled in cow shit.


“Wake up, sugar pop.” Annie stared down at Farrell’s blood soaked shirt and tears welled up in her eyes.


That’s Blaine’s blood.


Farrell opened his eyes but didn’t move.


“I talked to Blaine’s doctor and he’s not letting him have any visitors until late tomorrow. We have to go somewhere and sleep.”


Farrell sat up, his eyes half closed. “Where we gonna sleep, Mom?”


“We can sleep at our ranch north of town or we can get a hotel room.”


“Hotel would be closer,” said Farrell, “and I’m dead beat.”


“Yes, you are,” said Annie, smoothing down his wild blond hair. “Let’s get a couple of rooms and crash.”


Once she had Farrell in a room, Annie turned to Tyler. “We need to find an all-night Wal-Mart. Did you see Farrell’s clothes?”


Tyler made a face. “Didn’t look too close but I could smell the cow shit and the blood on him. Not a good mix.”


“It will only take me a few minutes to grab him some clothes and toiletries. You can stay in the room and warm up our bed if you want, sugar.”


“I’ll go with you,” said Ty, “I might get a coffee and a donut.”


“Good idea. We’ll shop, then get coffee and a snack to go.”


 


FARRELL stumbled into his room next to Annie’s at the Best Western and stripped off all his clothes. He hadn’t thought about it or noticed the stink, but the clothes reeked, and he’d have to toss them.


After a long hot shower, he wrapped a towel around himself, sat down at the little table in the corner of the room and called Mary and woke her up. “Sorry, Miss Mary, I’m wrecked and should have called you earlier. I fell asleep in the waiting room.”


“What waiting room, honey? What are you talking about?”


“Shooter hit Blacky, Mar. He’s in Acute Care in Laredo.”


“Laredo? That’s hours away. Are you sleeping there?”


“Annie got us rooms at the Best Western. I had a shower and I’m sacking out now.”


“I’ll talk to Ben and come down in the morning, sweetheart. I’ll find you, don’t worry. I love you, Farrell.”


“Love you, Mar.”


Farrell set his phone on the nightstand and was about to crawl into bed when he heard the tap on the door. He tightened up the towel around his waist and opened the door a crack. “Hey, Mom.”


Annie shoved the bag through the opening. “Here’s something to wear tomorrow.”


“Aw, thanks, Mom. I wondered…”


“You’re too tired to wonder. Sleep now.”


“I love you, Mom.”






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Thursday, June 25th.


 


Giddings.


JESSE carried Charity downstairs and strapped her into her highchair for breakfast. He could carry his little girl now with a lot less stress on his breathing. Stronger ever day was his new mantra.


Charity pointed a chubby finger at Tyler’s empty chair and said, “Ty.”


“Tyler went on a trip with Mama.”


“My Mama,” said Charity, and Jesse felt a rush of tears behind his eyes. “I’ll get you some cereal.”


Annie was such a good mother to Charity.


“Any word yet on Blacky?” asked Bobby.


Jesse shook his head. “Ty texted and said he’s sedated, and nobody can see him until tonight at the earliest.”


“Do you want me to inquire for you?” asked Brian, “I could get details from a medical perspective if you want to know the severity of the wound.”


“Would you, Brian?” asked Jesse. “I’m worried.”


“I’ll do it right after breakfast.”


Molly came in from the kitchen carrying a platter of eggs and bacon and a basket covered by a napkin. She set it all on the table and Charity reached out a hand. “Me.”


“What does me want, little girl?” asked Jesse.


Bobby chuckled. “What she always wants—corn bread.”


Jesse’s cell rang, and he stepped into the foyer to answer. “Morning, Chief.”


“It is a good morning after all,” said Calhoun. “A security person found Royce’s body in a clump of buses outside his condo. Mort is on his way over there now, but traffic is moving slow. I heard from a couple of squads that there’s a media gridlock on that street.”


“Just finishing breakfast and I’m there,” said Jesse. “Half an hour. I’ll call the boys. I wasn’t sure they’d be working today.”


“They must be stressed.”


“That’s affirmative.” Jesse went back to the table, ate a quick breakfast and left Charity in Molly’s capable hands. “Call my cell when you know about Blacky,” he called to Brian on his way out.


On the way to headquarters he called Travis. “I’m taking the Royce scene. Meet me there with all the boys.”


“I’ll call them, boss. See you soon.”


Travis didn’t ask where. He already knows.


 


Laredo.


ANNIE ordered breakfast from room service and texted Farrell. She didn’t have the energy to battle the masses in the breakfast room on the main floor.


Used to getting up at five for chores, Tyler was dressed and downstairs waiting for the staff to make the coffee. When the waiter brought the tray to their room, he’d already eaten one breakfast.


“What are we gonna do all day while we’re waiting for Blacky to wake up?” asked Ty.


“We’ll drive out to the ranch, check on the herd and see if Rowdy is around,” said Annie. “I want to spend some time with him while we’re here. He must be lonely.”


“Last night, Lily brought Misty down, Mom,” said Farrell. “They must be in Laredo somewhere.”


“Okay,” said Annie. “This morning, we’ll find out where everybody is and all meet for lunch.”


 “Mary is coming. I don’t know what time she’ll get here,” said Farrell. He pointed at his clean shirt. “Thanks for the clothes. Mine were wrecked. Blacky… we… we…were running… in a field.” He left the table and went into the ensuite. 


Tears filled Annie’s eyes. “Farrell is so upset,” she whispered to Tyler.


 


MISTY had Tarot cards spread out on the table in their room when Lily woke up. Lily hadn’t slept well after leaving Carm in such a state of distress. Carm was crying over Blaine, but she wouldn’t leave Casey and Casey wouldn’t leave the dogs or the house. His first real home and nothing could drag him out.


Jesus. What a mess.


Lil sat up and wondered what the rest of the team were doing. They were a close unit, and all worked as one.


Misty turned around, noticed Lil was awake and said in that Louisiana drawl that took her a whole minute to say a single sentence. “I’m dressed. I’ll go down and get us coffee.”


“Thanks, Misty. I could use one.” Misty left the room and Lily texted Carlos. She felt closest to Carlos and hoped for more, but Blacky wasn’t keen on relationships between team members. She’d been hot for Travis at one point, but that big Marine only had one thing on his mind. He was a lost cause.


“Missing you guys. What’s happening?”


“Royce is dead. We’re just getting to the scene. Check the news feed. More later. Miss you, Lil.”


Lily smiled. “Better than nothing.” She opened the double cabinet doors hiding the TV and pressed the power button on the remote. Carlos was right. It was already on the news. The first shot was of a high rise condo and the blonde with the perfect hair was saying Senator Royce lived in the penthouse of the building. She went on to say there was a fire scare the day before in the same building and all the residents had been evacuated. “No details have been released yet on how the senator died. Stay tuned.”


“Thank God that asshole is dead,” said Lil to herself. Misty knocked on the door and Lil let her in. She’d brought four cups of coffee and a paper plate stacked up with Danish and muffins. Lil smiled then took the coffee tray. “A free breakfast.”


“Crowded down there,” said Misty. “I tried to get a yogurt, but a little girl grabbed it out of my hand and ran away with it.”


Lil giggled. “Couldn’t you catch her?”


“I can’t run,” drawled Misty. “Barely walk, but I’m getting there.”


Lil took the lid off one of the coffees and took a sip. “I’m going to phone around and see where everybody is and when we should go to the hospital.”


Misty nodded. “The babe won’t wake up until midnight.”


“Good to know,” said Lil. She had no idea from which hemisphere Misty gleaned her information, but it was amazingly accurate.


 


FARRELL had opted to stay in the room and go to the hospital when visiting hours started instead of driving out to Annie’s other ranch north of Laredo. He understood that she wanted to keep busy until it was time, but the events of the previous day had knocked it out of him. He felt like a gravel truck had run over him.


Drinking his third coffee and eyeing the unmade bed with sleepy thoughts in his head, he groaned when his cell rang.


“Morning, Governor.”


“Not one of the best mornings I’ve had. When I arrived last night, the surgeon had left the hospital and the nurses wouldn’t let me into the ICU. But I’m here in Laredo and ready to go to back for another try. Where are you?”


“Sitting in my room feeling like shit.”


“Are you going to the hospital soon?”


“Yep. What hotel are y’all at?”


“Marriott.”


“I’ll meet you at the hospital, then Annie said we were all going to meet for lunch.”


“Is your mother with you?”


“We have another ranch north of Laredo and she drove up there to check on her herd. The doc said he wasn’t letting anybody near Blacky until tonight at the earliest.”


“Why are you going then?” asked Cat.


“I need to be there.”


“Uh huh, and I need to speak to his doctor just for my own peace of mind. I’ll meet you there in half an hour.”


Farrell pressed end and Mary’s picture came on his screen. “Where are you, Miss Mary?”


“Just past Cotulla.”


“Okay, go straight to the hospital when you get to Laredo. I’ll meet you there in the fifth floor waiting room. Cat is meeting us in half an hour.”


“The Governor is there?”


“She’s been here since last night, but it don’t matter. We can’t find out anything. Wait and see and wait some more.”


“You sound depressed, sweetheart. I’m so sorry Blaine was hurt.”


“Not your fault, Mary, but it is mine. Totally my fault. I was supposed to be protecting him and did I do it? No fuckin way. I let my brother get shot by one of Royce’s fuckin maniacs.”


“Royce is dead,” said Mary. “It’s on the news.”


“Not in time,” mumbled Farrell. “Not in time.”


 


Austin.


SIXTH STREET was paralyzed by the media. Jesse sat at the corner with his signal on and even though his light was green, he couldn’t make the turn. No where to go. “What a mess this is.” He turned on the strobes and the siren that he rarely used and bullied his way around the corner and onto Sixth. He stuck his head out the window and hollered at reporters to move their goddam vans and let him pass.


“The boys won’t be able to get here for a goddam hour,” he mumbled to himself. “They’ll have to park and walk a fuckin mile.”


When he tired of the battle and could see the building up ahead, he urge the Rover up over the curb and parked on the median.


Uniformed security came out of nowhere. They pointed at the Rover and yelled at him that he couldn’t park there.


“Yeah, that’s what you think, buddy.” Jesse waved an angry arm. “You get busy and clear all media vehicles out of your parking lot, so the police can work. Do it now.”


The guy stomped off mumbling to himself and Jesse vowed to deal with the prick later. He needed one of those lists like Blacky had. Pricks that pissed me off list.


Wonder how the kid is doing.


As he made his way along the sidewalk, pushing through the throng of media and looky-loos, Jesse spotted Mort Simon on the other side of the yellow tape over by a clump of bushes. The Medical Examiner’s assistant, Tim, was down on his knees taking the body temperature. “Morning, Doc,” said Jesse. “How’s our dead senator?”


“One shot to the temple. Suppressor for certain. The senator didn’t even know what hit him. Instantaneous death.”


“Too bad,” said Jesse. “He deserved much worse. I wanted him to suffer.”


The good doctor looked up and gave Jesse a glance.


Good job, Ace.


Twenty minutes later, Carlos, Travis, Luke and Fletcher arrived looking none too happy.


We’ve got to investigate this death and file all regular reports.


“Fuckin bitch of a mess out there, ain’t it?” Jesse nodded to his crew, glad they finally made it.


“Big crowd for a big story,” said Fletcher. “His men shot the boss and I’m fuckin glad he’s dead.”


Jesse raised an eyebrow. “We’ll drink to that later, son. Right now, we have to work.” Jesse pointed at each of them and barked out the orders.


“Carlos: Get a complete statement from the concierge about the fire scare and evacuation yesterday.” Jesse winked at Travis. “That might be connected.”


“Travis: Interview the security guard who found the body this morning, then go up and see what the techs have found in the senator’s penthouse.”


“Luke and Fletch: Search the grounds for a weapon. You probably won’t find one, but we have to be thorough and I want it in the report that we did the search.”


With the boys dispatched, Jesse strolled out to the curb to speak to the crowd of media who’d been hollering out questions the whole time he’d been talking to Mort Simon and then his crew. Nobody ruder or more aggressive than the fuckin media.


“Ranger Quantrall, any leads on who killed Senator Royce?”


Jesse gave them a fake smile. “Since I’ve been here for,” he checked the Rolex on his wrist, “ten… fifteen minutes tops, I have to say nope. The case hasn’t been solved yet.”


Somebody else hollered, “Will Governor Campbell be making a statement today?”


“She will have something to say, but not for a day or two. She’s out of town on a personal matter.”


“Should she be away from the Capitol when a senator was murdered in the capital city of her state?”


“Her absence is unavoidable.”


“What’s her big emergency?” hollered a guy near the back of the crowd.


“I can’t tell you that,” said Jesse. “It’s her private business.”


A blonde reporter from one of the TV stations shoved a mic towards him. “You and the Governor have been seen in public a lot together, Ranger Quantrall. Do you have a personal relationship with the first lady of Texas?”


Jesse chuckled. “I’m going to give you a firm no on that one. My fiancé would be annoyed if it were true.”


 


Laredo.


ANNIE and Tyler were watching the news in their room and drinking a second pot of coffee before they left for the ranch. Senator Royce’s murder monopolized every channel.


“Jesse is going to talk to the media,” said Annie, as she watched him walked away from the taped off crime scene towards the sidewalk.


“Want me to turn it up?” Tyler held the remote in his hand.


“I can’t hear anything except all those reporters yelling,” said Annie. “The women are the worst.”


“Women are the worst.” Tyler winked at her.


Jesse answered the questions he could about the murder, then one woman reporter started asking questions about his personal life and Annie perked up her ears. Jesse’s last comment—My fiancé would be annoyed if it were true—made her blood run cold.


“Who the hell is he marrying now?” Annie snapped out the question at Tyler.


“Jamie, I guess. He’s been seeing her again, since she moved back to Austin.”


“Fuck that,” said Annie and headed into the bathroom. She came out moments later and said, “As soon as we get home you’re moving to Coulter-Ross. I will not go to Quantrall and watch Jesse do… whatever he’s doing. He’s going to make another huge mess of his life and I for one am not going to watch him do it. He needs to be miles away from me.”


Tyler grinned. “I’ve been thinking about another idea.”


“What?”


“Let’s go to Vegas, play poker like maniacs and get married while we’re there.”


Annie tapped Tyler’s chest with her finger. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard today.”


 


Austin.


TRAVIS spent a half hour in the office of building security obtaining the statement of the guard who’d discovered Royce’s body in the bushes on his early morning rounds.


Ed Brinkley was in his early sixties, tall and broad-shouldered with a mop of gray hair and a matching moustache.


Travis set up the interview and turned on the recorder. “Anytime you’re ready, Ed.”


“It was so horrible, I really don’t want to relive the moment.”


“Just tell it to me as you remember it,” urged Travis.


“It was my last round before I went off duty,” said Ed. “The sun was up, and the morning was fresh and cool. I walked through the parking lot checking all the vehicles, then around the back of the building, stopping to check that the exits were locked and secure. I rounded the far side of the building and my stomach was growling. I always eat breakfast as soon as I get off duty. So, I was thinking about what I’d have for breakfast when I saw something sticking out from under the bushes. I’m telling you, Deputy Bristol, when my tired brain told me I was looking at a man’s leg it was a damn good test for my heart.”


Travis nodded. “It would be.”


“I took a few steps closer, pulled the bush out of the way so I could see better and that’s when I saw it was a person—a tall man. A man with half his head missing. I’m telling you, I forgot all about being hungry. I turned away from the sight of him and hurled in a flower bed.”


“Then you called 911?” prompted Travis.


“Uh huh,” said Ed. “Right away, I called, and those guys were fast. They were here in five minutes. Very fast response. Not that they could do anything.”


Travis turned off the recorder and thanked Ed. “Thanks for staying late, Ed. You can leave now and get your breakfast.”


“Happy to help.”


Travis took the elevator to the top of the building, strode across the foyer of Royce’s penthouse and into a hive of activity. Techs from the crime scene unit at DPS were swarming all over the huge apartment. Double the size of an average house, there was a lot of ground to cover.


He looked for Sue, the lead tech from the lab and found her in Royce’s home office. “Hey, Sue, find anything fantastic?”


She looked away from the screen on Royce’s laptop and smiled at him. “Hey, Bristol, thought Farrell might be here.”


“He’s in Laredo on a case. Did you know Blacky got gunned down yesterday?”


“No.” Sue’s hand went to her heart. “Don’t tell me that. Is he okay?”


“Don’t know yet.”


“Shit, I’m sorry, Travis. Farrell will be… wrecked. He is so close with his brother.”


Travis waited until Sue composed herself a little. “What did I find? Oh, yeah, haven’t had much time, but there will be tons of usable emails you guys can use for more arrests and searches—I’m sure of it just from the first few I’ve read. I’ll make a list of everybody he had questionable conversations with and get a copy to y’all.”


“That’s great. I’ll tell Jesse.”


“Is he here?”


“He’s got the media outside.”


“Jeeze, I don’t envy him. Every reporter in the state is out there.”


“Pretty much,” said Travis. “I saw a guy from CNN too.”


 


Laredo.


FARRELL picked up a Starbuck’s coffee on the way to the hospital and he was sipping on it when Special Agent Gene Wyman came through the door of the waiting area with the Governor.


“Here you are, Farrell. I thought I’d never find you,” said Cat.


“Anybody see you come in?” asked Farrell.


“Nope, I don’t think so. Gene drove the SUV and I wore jeans and a plain top, so nobody would look at me. I’m blending.”


Farrell pointed to a chair close to him. “Last thing we need is media fuckers driving us nuts.”


“You okay, Farrell?” asked Cat. “You look… pale… and…”


“Stressed? Is that what’s you’re asking me?” Farrell was on his feet and pacing. “I’m almost losing my mind, that’s what. I let him get shot,” hollered Farrell. “This is all my fault.”


“I’m sure it isn’t,” said Cat. “You’re always watching out for him.”


A woman in a blue suit with long dark hair and bright red lips strutted through the door on a pair of high heels with a camera man behind her. “Governor Campbell, could I have a moment of your time?”


Gene was on his feet blocking the woman. “Outside. Get out of this room. Governor Campbell is not available.”


The woman backed up and never stopped complaining about her rights. Once they were gone, Gene left the room and returned moments later. “We’re moving. The hospital has a private waiting room we can use at the end of the hall.”


“Okay,” said Cat. “Coming, Farrell?”


Farrell studied the screen on his cell. “I’ll find y’all and be along as soon as Mary gets here. She’s in the parking lot.”


 


AT NOON, after Annie made several phone calls, everybody came together at Rudy’s. Farrell arrived first with Mary, introduced Tyler Quantrall and sat next to Annie. He flagged a server and ordered a pitcher of Shiners.


Lily came minutes later with a pale and fragile looking Misty. Misty’s pace was slow, and she appeared to be struggling with every step she took. Annie jumped to her feet and zoomed across the restaurant to help her. She slipped an arm around Misty’s waist to support her.


“Let’s get you sitting down, sweetheart,” said Annie. “I bet you could use a drink.”


“I could use a glass of wine,” she drawled. “I’m a little out of it.”


“Who else wants wine?” asked Annie as the server approached the table with Farrell’s beer.


“I do,” said Catherine as she approached the long table. This is Gene Wyman, my security chief. She introduced him around the table, then sat down next to Misty. “How are you, dear. You’ve had a lot to deal with. Are you okay?”


“Negativity began to overwhelm me in the night, but I invoked a banishing spell and it’s beginning to work. My head is a little clearer now.”


Catherine’s eyes widened but she spoke with unusual kindness in her voice. “Perhaps you could give me a reading later. I’ve never had one.”


“I have my cards in my purse,” said Misty. “I’d be happy to do it at the hospital.”


After several rounds of drinks and a delicious lunch of barbeque, the men at the table ordered pecan pie.


Annie passed on dessert, ordered coffee and excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. Misty got to her feet and supported herself hanging on to the back of her chair. “Wait for me, Annie.” Annie helped Misty walk to the back of the restaurant. “You seem to be having a hard time walking. Do you need Declan back for a while?”


“Perhaps I might.” Misty locked the bathroom door once they were inside and spoke to Annie in a whisper. “There is a cloud of danger surrounding Miss Catherine, but I don’t know what it is.”


“Royce is dead,” said Annie. “What else would it be?”


“I can’t see it clearly,” Misty drawled. “I’ll spend time with her this afternoon. The cards may tell me.”


“I’ll talk to Gene and keep watch on her.”


“Thank you, Annie.”


“We should get to the hospital in case Blaine wakes up and asks for us.”


Misty shook her head. “He won’t wake yet. We have time.”


 


Giddings.


HAPPY to be home for dinner with his family, Jesse chatted to his brothers about their day while he buttered a biscuit, ate half and put the other half on Charity’s tray.


“Ta, Daddy.”


“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”


“Before I left the clinic, Doctor Phinn responded to the message I’d left for him earlier in the day. He’s the head surgeon in the Acute Care facility in Laredo,” said Brian, “and a well-qualified man. He said Blaine was hit upper back, left shoulder, no organ involvement and that’s a blessing. Extensive bone and muscle damage. Healing time will be long and troublesome for someone as active and impatient as our young crime fighter.”


Jesse released the breath he was holding. “All in all, that could be considered good news?”


Brian nodded. “Compared to the organs the bullet could have destroyed—very good news.”


“I was so worried. The crew is going nuts and I’m sure the Chief is worried out of his mind.”


“If you want me to, I can keep in touch and get updates for you,” said Brian. “Phinn seems like an accommodating person.”


“Thanks, Brian,” said Jesse. “I’d appreciate it if you would do just that. Everybody at headquarters will ask me every day and I’d like to have something comprehensive to tell them.”


After dinner, Jesse stepped onto the porch, the heat of the June day lingering into the evening. The cicadas in the pecan trees lining the laneway sang the heat song. It was a beautiful night in Texas. He sank down into one of the wicker chairs he loved and called Annie.


 


Laredo.


ANNIE checked the screen before answering, glanced across the table at Tyler and said, “It’s Jesse.”


Tyler nodded and continued drinking his coffee.


“Evening, cowboy, are you holding it all together?”


“Yeah, we’ve got lots of work to do on the Royce case, but that’s not why I called.”


“Okay,” Annie tried not to sound too wary.


“Brian offered to call doctor to doctor to Blacky’s surgeon and get the goods.”


“Fantastic,” said Annie, “and did he?”


Jesse told her exactly what Brian had said. “It’s serious with a long recovery time, but it could have been much worse.”


Annie took a couple of calming breaths. “Thanks for that, Jesse. We’ve been to the hospital numerous times but haven’t been able to see him yet. Misty said he won’t wake up until midnight.”


“I’d listen to her,” said Jesse. “Don’t know where she gets her information, but she’s usually correct.”


“Yes, she is,” said Annie, “and on another subject, I heard you say on the news this morning that you were engaged. Congratulations.”


“I just said that to get the woman off my case,” said Jesse, “although it may be true in the future.”


“Good luck with that.”


“Thanks, Ace, I could use a bit of luck… and I hope someday you can forgive me for how things turned out for us. I can tell by your voice you haven’t done it yet.”


Annie stared at her cell and pressed end.


 


BLAINE opened his eyes and wondered where he was. His brain was foggy.


“Go back to sleep, Ranger Blackmore.” A nurse was near his bed doing something.


I’m in the hospital.


The drugs rushing through his veins made him feel warm and comfortable. He wanted to sleep for a long time. A very long time. He relaxed and closed his eyes.






 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Friday, June 26th.


 


Laredo.


WHEN visiting hours began for the day, Misty was allowed the first five minute visit with Blaine. She sat beside his bed stroking the hand that lay on the blanket and saying words so low no one could hear her.


He opened his dark eyes and stared up at her then closed them and went back to sleep.


 


GOVERNOR CAMPBELL stepped out of the SUV after Special Agent Wyman had deemed it safe and opened the back door for her. Special Agent Roderick drove the vehicle to the parking lot to wait.


“This is better than expected,” Catherine said to Gene Wyman, “I thought the media might have got wind of my visit to Laredo.”


Gene ushered her through the double glass doors into the lobby and it was a whole new ballgame. The vultures were huddled up in the lobby taking advantage of free hotel air-conditioning while they waited to pounce on the Governor.


Reporters, camera crews and sound people stampeded towards Catherine as she came through the door and in their efforts to be first to talk to her, they nearly knocked her down.


 


FARRELL, along with Annie, Tyler and Mary entered the hospital lobby behind the Governor, and sizing up the situation, Farrell took action. He jumped in front of Catherine hollering, “Hey, y’all, get the hell out of this hospital. You got no business here.” He held out his arms and physically pushed reporters and camera men out of the way, so Gene could get Catherine to the bank of elevators.


 “Anyone of y’all who touches an elevator button or tries to get anywhere near my brother will be arrested. Got it?”


“How bad is Ranger Blackmore hurt?” hollered a female reporter.


Adrenaline was pumping through his veins and Farrell was ready to smash somebody in the teeth—anybody.


Mary recognized the signs and pushed in front of him. “Let me handle it,” she whispered to Farrell. She held up a hand and took a step towards the hungry throng. “I’m Mary Polito, press liaison for the Blackmore Agency and if y’all want to provide me with your email addresses, I’ll be sending out updates on Ranger Blackmore’s condition and the Royce investigation as they happen. This is what I do in Austin and I don’t mind adding y’all to my list.”


Mary stayed in the lobby for the next half hour and took down information.


 


ANNIE was first to see Blaine after the doctor examined him on the morning rounds. She took Farrell’s hand and they went into the unit together. Two people weren’t allowed at the same time, but Annie had schmoozed Doctor Phinn and he’d made an exception. Phinn was a good-looking young Irish doctor who reminded her a lot of Declan.


Blaine’s eyes were closed when they first arrived at his bedside, but Annie spoke his name and he opened them. “Mom, I’m okay.”


Annie’s eyes overflowed with tears as she bent down to hug him.


“I need Farrell,” Blaine said in a whisper.


“He’s right behind me,” said Annie.


Farrell stepped closer and took Blaine’s hand. “Don’t wait around here, bro. I’m okay. Go get Whitey and Dave.”


“Are you sure that’s what you want?”


Blaine nodded. “I can’t do it, so you have to.” He pulled Farrell closer. “They’ll go back home.”


“Think so? Are they that stupid?”


“Yep.” Blaine closed his eyes and went back to sleep.


 


MISTY AND LILY sat in the private waiting room putting in time while they waited for a turn to visit Blaine. Misty had her cards spread out on the coffee table and was doing a reading for Catherine. It was the Governor’s turn to visit Blaine next, but she had an hour to wait. Special Agent Wyman sat in the corner reading the paper keeping a sharp eye on Catherine and also on the door.


Misty drawled on telling Catherine what each of the cards meant, then she stopped talking and wham. Misty slid off her chair and hit her head on the coffee table on her way to the floor.


Annie ran to her and with Lily’s help they laid her on the sofa. “I’ll get water.” Annie took off running and Gene Wyman was on his feet.


“Should I get a doctor?” he asked.


“A nurse, at least,” said Catherine. “She hit her head hard.”


Gene returned moments later with a nurse who examined Misty. “She’s not coming around. I’m going to send her down to the Emergency room. One of you should go with her.”


“I’ll go,” said Lily.


An orderly flew into the room with a stretcher, transferred Misty from the sofa and they were off to the ER. Lily picked up her purse and ran along behind.


 


FARRELL returned with a tray of decent coffee from the cafeteria and saw the Tarot cards scattered all over. “Where’s Misty?”


“She fainted,” said Mary. “They took her to the ER.”


“She’s been pale and shaky since yesterday,” said Catherine.


“Oh, Jesus, I’m going down there to check on her,” said Farrell, “then I have to go do something.”


Mary followed him to the elevator, a coffee in her hand, her purse over her shoulder and her laptop under her arm. “What do you have to do, sweetheart?”


“Catch some guys. Blacky wants me to get on it.”


“You’ll need help.”


“I have to go to the hotel, get organized and get going. Do you want to come with me?”


“I think I should. You’ve been through a huge shock and you’re not yourself.”


 


IN THE E.R. waiting area, Farrell and Mary sat down next to Lily. “Anything yet?”


“No, but she didn’t have to wait her turn.” Lily indicated the dozen people sitting around the room waiting. “Misty was unconscious and that moved her to the head of the line.”


“I’ll remember that,” said Farrell. His cell signaled a text and it was Annie.


“Text me when you know about Misty.”


“I will, Mom.”


A bearded doctor who looked about eighteen stepped into the waiting room and called out, “Who is here with Miss LeJeune?”


“I am.” Lily hopped up and ran over to where the doc was standing. “Is Misty all right?”


“She appears to be a brain injury patient. I need to know who her neurologist is as soon as possible.”


“He’s in Austin,” said Lily. “His name is Doctor Sydney Kaplan.”


“Thank you. I’ll call him and get back to y’all.”


Lily reported back to Farrell. “I better tell Annie,” he said and texted.


“The doc down here is calling Doc Kaplan.”


“Oh, no. I better come down.”


“Please take over, Mom. I have to leave.”


 


CATHERINE finally got to see Blaine. She sat beside his bed and held his hand while he slept, his black hair spread out across the pillow. He looked like an angel.


Five minutes flew by quickly and her time was almost up when he opened his eyes and looked at her. He blinked, tried to refocus and she could tell he was a little out of it.


“Cat. I’m okay. You shouldn’t be here.”


“This is exactly where I should be.” Tears trickled down her cheeks as he squeezed her hand.


“Tell Gene…” He closed his eyes and the nurse came to chase her out.


“Sorry, Governor Campbell, we have to let him rest.”


“I know. I’m going.”


What should I tell Gene?


Doctor Phinn stood at the ICU nurses’ station and Catherine approached him as she exited the unit. “Doctor Phinn, could I speak to you for a moment?”


“Of course, Governor Campbell, let’s use my office.” He ushered her down the corridor and into a ten by twelve room with nothing in it but a desk and a couple of chairs. “Please, have a seat. I didn’t realize you were here until a couple of nurses made me aware.”


“Blaine… Ranger Blackmore, is… my right hand and like a son to me. I’m devasted that this happened.”


“But he’s head of the Violent Crime Unit,” said Phinn, “and every day he faces dangerous situations. Odds are he won’t be a winner every time.”


“True, but that doesn’t make the reality any easier to bear,” said Catherine. “Would you tell me exactly what he’s facing as far as recovery goes?”


“I can only give information on a patient’s condition to family members, and I have spoken to Mrs. Powell and Ranger Blackmore’s GP, but I can tell you that his recovery will not be swift. After healing, he may have months of physio to recover range of motion in his left arm.”


“But overall, he’s out of danger?” asked Catherine. “I can’t go back to Austin knowing he’s at risk.”


“Ranger Blackmore is still listed as ‘critical’, but his vital signs are stabilizing nicely, and I may take him off that list sometime today.”


“That’s encouraging.”


“With a wound this severe,” said Phinn, “there is always the risk of infection. We can’t let our guard down.”


Catherine inhaled a couple of calming breaths. “No of course not.”


 


Freer.


ON THE WAY back to Austin, Farrell stopped into the county sheriff’s office. A small brick building on route 59 outside of Freer. “I need to pick up their reports on the search for Whitey and Big Dave,” he said to Mary. “Want to come in with me?”


“No, I’m good waiting in the truck. I’ve got a lot of writing to do.” Mary worked on her laptop wherever she went.


“Sheriff in?” asked Farrell at the front desk. A large deputy in a snug uniform glanced up at him and said, “You’re Donovan, ain’t ya?”


“Uh huh, did I meet you out on the highway?” asked Farrell. “Sorry, I forgot your name if you told me.”


“Samuels, but yeah, things were hairy out there. Righteous shooting on the prick who gunned down your brother.” He reached out and shook Farrell’s hand.


Farrell preferred not to think about it. “Did you search for the two guys we were chasing?”


“Yeah, me and my partner searched that tract of hardwood bush and beat it down good. The fuckers weren’t hiding in there, that’s for damn sure. We saw a splotch of blood here and there, but they was long gone.”


“Could they have come out on the other side of the woods and hitched a ride?” asked Farrell.


“Yep,” said the deputy. “That’s the only thing that could have happened. They came out the other side on the county road and somebody picked them up. I’m agreeing with y’all on that. No other explanation.” He shook his head. “You still on them?”


“Yep, back on it. Spent the last couple of days at the hospital with my brother.”


“How is Ranger Blackmore? He gonna be okay?”


“Yeah, but it won’t be tomorrow,” said Farrell. He left with printed copies of their paperwork and was no further ahead.


On the way north, he called Jesse, told him what was happening and what he needed. Jesse said everything would be ready when he got to the Agency.


 


Austin.


AT THE AGENCY, JESSE sat at Blacky’s kitchen table with Carm and Casey waiting for the boys to arrive for work. His Spanish was no good at all, but Casey’s was a little better and the kid did his best to interpret. Jesse explained what Brian had found out in an effort to stop Carmelita from crying. After several aborted efforts, Jesse said, “Blaine will be home soon. Declan is coming to look after him.”


“Declan, si,” said Carmelita. She loved Declan.


“When’s Farrell coming home?” asked Casey.


“He’ll be along later today,” said Jesse, “then he’s going back to the Gulf to look for the fugitives. That’s why I brought the dogs.”


“I love your dogs,” said Casey. “I was playing with them out back.”


“They’re trackers,” said Jesse. “Never let me down. Not once.”


Travis was first to arrive with Luke, then Carlos and Fletcher came through the door close behind. When they all had a mug of coffee in front of them, Jesse began.


“We’ve got a lot to cover and new things have come up this morning. I know we’re getting a bit of a late start, but better than no start—at least for some of you. I know y’all don’t like sitting around on your asses.”


“True,” said Carlos.


“Sue sent me an email with a list of names she got from Royce’s personal computer—the one in his penthouse. As in any normal murder investigation we have to question all of those people, plus everybody else who would have a reason to kill him. In Royce’s case he pissed off half the state and the suspect pool is Olympic size.”


“Are the guys on the email, more guys with illegal weapons and cases of grenades and like that?” asked Fletcher. “So far, most of Royce’s shady friends have been carrying two or three concealed weapons.”


“Using extreme caution, that’s what we have to find out. All the people in his group have been cocky and quick to draw a weapon when challenged. Shake out the shady ones and whether they killed Royce or not—don’t care—all the lawbreakers have to be charged with their own crimes. That’s the way it is. One of them might have killed Royce, but I doubt it.”


Travis rolled his eyes.


“So, without our Lil here, my computer smarts are limited,” said Jesse. “Next best thing, I sent Sue’s list to Jamie and she’s getting addresses to go with the names. We’ll meet at headquarters and Jamie and I will be one team and Luke and Fletch will be the other team. We’ll divide the list in half and go question these guys. Anybody that gives y’all a vibe, bring them in for formal questioning.” 


“Couldn’t you use more help with that, boss?” asked Carlos.


“Could do, and I may round up a unit at headquarters, but you guys are doing something else.”


“Yeah?” said Travis. “What are we doing?”


“Blacky told Farrell to go back to the backwater area because the fugitives would head for home.”


“He woke up and said stuff?” asked Carlos. “That must mean he’s okay. At least a bit okay.”


“I wasn’t there,” said Jesse, “but I believe Farrell. And I know this for a fact. Farrell would never leave Blacky lying in a hospital bed unless Blacky told him to go.”


“That’s true,” said Travis.


“Okay, let’s do it.” Jesse stood up and carried his mug to the sink. “Travis, you and Carlos get some shit together in case y’all are gone over night, then come back here and wait for Farrell. He wants the dogs and they’re in the back yard ready to go. Their kit is in the front hall.”


“Doing it, boss,” said Travis. “Happy to be working with the team again.”


 


San Antonio.


“HUNGRY, MISS MARY?” asked Farrell as all the fast food joints began appearing on the interchanges for San Antonio.


“I could eat something,” said Mary, “but I know you’re in a hurry.”


“We’ll drive through and be back on the highway in seconds. Pick your fav junk food.”


Mary giggled and looked out the window. “There’s a Chick-fil-A. I like that.”


Farrell flicked on his blinker and took the ramp. While they waited at the window for their order he called Lily to see how Misty was.


“She’s not great, Farrell, and I’m worried. I’m following the ambulance right now on the way back to Austin. Doctor Kaplan is meeting us at the hospital.”


“I should be home in an hour,” said Farrell, “and I’ll be at the Agency for a few minutes before I take off again if you need me. I have to go back to the Gulf.”


“I should be okay,” said Lil. “I don’t know how long Misty will be at the hospital, but Annie is sending Declan for Misty and he’ll be taking care of the boss when he gets home.”


“Dec will be with us for a while, then.”


 


Laredo.


ANNIE sat with Blaine in intensive care, holding his hand and talking to him for longer than her allotted five minutes. She stretched it to six or seven. Blaine dozed off and Annie left to let him sleep.


On her way out of the ICU she noticed a young girl—thin, dark hair—near the door of the private lounge area where the Governor and Gene were waiting with Tyler.


Annie increased her pace, hurrying along the corridor trying not to be obvious. The girl turned her head, saw Annie coming and ran into the stairwell.


Annie had no reason to chase her and let her go.


Was she going into the private room? Why?


Annie crossed the room and sat in the corner out of earshot of the Governor and told Gene Wyman about the girl. “Might be nothing, but I felt it,” said Annie. “She was as jumpy as a cat and she was up to something.”


“Thanks,” Gene said in his quiet way. “I’ll have Agent Roderick watch for her when she exits on the main level.” He pulled out his cell and left the room.


 


CATHERINE sat down beside Blaine and touched his hand. He opened his eyes and managed a half smile. “You still here?”


“I have to go back in the morning. I’m going to work in my hotel room until then. I’ll come see you as soon as you get home.”


“Did they follow you here?”


“Who?”


“The media.”


“Uh huh. They’re out there.”


“Shit.”


Catherine smiled at him. “It is shit, sweetie. But the good part is, I got to see that you’re okay. I talked to your doctor this morning and he thinks you’ll be fine… after you rest for a while.”


“Did he say how long?”


Catherine shook her head. “It won’t take you as long as other people. You don’t have the patience.”


“True.”


 


Austin.


JESSE AND JAMIE started on their half of the list and went to the first address listed. “I’m so excited that we’re working together again, Jesse. That’s what I missed most when I was at the other office.”


“I felt bad for the Chief,” said Jesse. “You were his right hand, and when you took a transfer because of me, he was lost without you. He probably felt like kicking me in the nuts.”


Jamie giggled. “I’m sure he didn’t.”


“Who’s our first guy?”


Jamie read the name off the print-out. “Roy Frost. He’s an accountant, but his office said he called in sick this morning.”


“If he’s sick, then he should be at home,” said Jesse. “And what was the content of the email? Good idea you had to print out what each of them talked about with Royce. Gives us a starting point.”


“Frost asks how long he has to keep Royce’s stuff stored in his hunting cabin. With all the other raids by the ATF and the Violent Crime Squad, he wants the stuff moved.”


“Okay,” said Jesse, “the guy is nervous of the ATF—that’s a giveaway. Let’s ring the bell and see if he’s happy to see us.”


A short woman with bobbed brown hair answered the door and Jesse held up his credentials. “Police, ma’am. We’d like to speak to Roy Frost.”


“Roy wasn’t feeling well this morning and he called in sick to work. I don’t know if he’s up to seeing anybody.”


“This won’t take long, ma’am,” said Jesse. “Just a couple of questions.”


She opened the door a little wider and Jesse gently encouraged Jamie into the foyer ahead of him. After a minute wait, a bedraggled Roy Frost appeared wearing a baggy sweat suit and looking severely hung over.


He pointed left at the living area and led the way. He crossed the room and plopped down in a leather chair.


Jamie and Jesse took up positions on either side of him. “Mr. Frost, we’re investigating the murder of Senator Royce and we’d like you to answer a few questions for us.”


“Should I have an attorney present?”


“That is your right, sir.”


“Ask your questions and I’ll decide whether I need to call my lawyer.”


“In one of your emails to Senator Royce you refer to storing stuff in your hunting cabin. You mention the ATF and you say you’d like Royce to remove the goods,” said Jesse. “From past experience with the senator and his band of supporters, we’re guessing that you’re holding a stash of illegal weapons for the senator.”


“I better call my lawyer.”


“You can call him from DPS, sir. We’d like you to come with us to headquarters for formal questioning.”


“I refuse to go.”


“Then you’re obstructing our investigation,” said Jesse. “You’re under arrest.”


Jamie jumped up and snapped cuffs on Frost.


“Let’s go, sir,” said Jesse. “You can call your attorney as soon as you’re booked.”


“You mean I’ll have a criminal record?”


“That’s what it means.”


His wife came running into the room. “Where are y’all taking Roy? He hasn’t done anything. This is police brutality.”


“No brutality yet, ma’am,” said Jesse. “But stay tuned.”


 


LUKE AND FLETCHER headed to the office of the second name on the list, an attorney named Barry Sheridan. “We gonna like walk into his office and embarrass the hell out of him?” asked Fletcher.


“Not our fault he broke the law,” drawled Luke.


“Tell me again what his email said?” asked Fletch. “I want to sound like I know what I’m talking about.”


Luke grinned at his partner and read it to him. “Hey, Royce, when’s that deposit going to hit my OS account? I could use that extra money you’re throwing around.”


“Okay, Royce owed him money,” said Fletcher. “That ain’t illegal.”


“No, it’s not, but then Royce says, ‘meet me at the storage units you rented. I’m not paying you until I see the inventory.”


“Okay, let’s give it a shot.”


Sheridan and Turner, Attorneys at Law, had a suite of offices on the tenth floor of a building on West Sixth. Luke opened the door and stood in front of a pretty blonde receptionist who was eyeing an open pack of twinkies on her desk.


“Help y’all?” she said without looking up.


“We’d like to speak to Mr. Sheridan for a couple of minutes,” said Luke. He placed his creds in front of her and she stared at them.


“I’ll see if he’s busy.”


She ran down the hall and was back a moment later. “I’ll show you where his office is,” she said with a smile.


Sheridan was standing behind his desk when they entered the office. A big roomy space with thick blue carpet underfoot. “Come in and have a seat. Always a pleasure to speak to the police. What’s this about?”


“We’re investigating Senator Royce’s death,” said Luke, “and your name came up on one of his emails, sir.”


“Uh huh, and you want me to explain it. That makes sense.”


“In light of the senator’s illegal activities, we’d like you to tell us what exactly was in the storage units you wanted to be paid for.”


“And if I’m not truthful, y’all will get a search warrant.”


“The search warrants are already being issued, sir. The ATF is extremely interested in the contents.”


“Okay, then I have nothing to say.”


“Ranger Quantrall wants to speak with you at headquarters,” said Luke. “You’ll have to come with us.”


Sheridan smiled. “With Blackmore out of commission, you boys will be floundering. Hilarious.”


“We know Royce’s men shot the boss,” growled Fletcher. “Y’all have a lot to answer for.”


Sheridan crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his leather chair. “I’m not going anywhere with you clowns.”


Luke stood up and said in his quiet Louisiana drawl, “Cuff Mr. Sheridan, Deputy Bowden. He will be coming with us.”


“Like hell I am,” hollered Sheridan. He pulled a Glock out of his waist holster and before he could aim at Luke, Fletcher punched him in the side of the head and knocked him down. Sheridan jumped up and flung his desk chair at Fletcher.


The door opened, and the blonde secretary came in carrying a coffee tray. With his weapon drawn, Luke rounded the desk from the opposite direction to intercept Sheridan who was on the move. Sheridan fired two rapid shots at Luke, missed him with both and took out blondie with the coffee tray.


She crashed face first to the carpet. Luke fired once, and the firm of Sheridan and Turner was one lawyer short.


“Calling it in,” said Fletch. He called 911 and then he called Jesse’s cell.


Luke ran to the girl, dropped to his knees and turned her over trying to see where she’d been hit. There was so much blood he couldn’t tell and there was no way to stop it.


First response took ten minutes to arrive and the girl had already bled out.


 


JESSE took the call from Fletch on the way back to headquarters with Roy Frost secured in the back of the Range Rover. Jamie was driving as she so often did when Jesse was tired.


“Slow down and say again, Fletcher.” Fletcher tried to explain but he was too upset. “Okay, take it easy. Jamie will process our guy and the Chief and I will come to y’all’s scene. Don’t let anybody in the room except police personnel.”


“Right, boss.”


“What happened?” asked Jamie.


“Another one of Royce’s crazies. He refused to come in for questioning and pulled a gun. He tried to shoot Luke and shot his secretary by mistake.”


“Oh, God. That’s terrible.”


“Luke killed him.”


 


Seadrift.


FARRELL checked the boys into the Best Western and took them to the seafood place that had been so good on their last visit. After a couple of drafts, and a great meal, they went back to their room, fed the dogs and sacked out.


The next day would be a killer for heat, bugs and running their asses off.


 






 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Saturday, June 27th.


 


Seadrift.


FARRELL and the boys were up at the crack of dawn, walking the dogs and looking for breakfast. “I saw a diner on the way into town that might serve up a breakfast special,” said Travis.


“Too bad our motel don’t have a free breakfast room,” said Farrell, “but this is a small town.”


“I like those free breakfasts,” said Carlos, “but I can never get the waffle thing to work.”


They settled on the diner and after bacon, eggs, home fries and biscuits for six bucks, they each took coffee to go and headed into the backwater.


“Can’t believe Blacky said those dopes would go back home,” said Farrell. “How stupid would they have to be?”


“Never saw them on the first round,” said Travis, “so you’re the only one who knows what we’re up against.”


“I’d say Whitey was a little crafty and had a few smarts, but Big Dave Warren is a windbag and a bully. He ain’t too bright.”


“He the one with the gator bite?” asked Carlos.


“Yeah, Big Dave has a big chunk missing from his leg,” said Farrell.


“He won’t be moving too fast,” said Travis. “Bluebelle will smell the blood and catch him in no time.”


 


Laredo.


ANNIE was putting the finishing touches on her makeup in the ensuite and Tyler was on the phone with Paul catching up with day to day happenings at Quantrall when the Governor called.


“Mrs. Powell, I thought we might have breakfast together this morning before I left for Austin.”


Annie ambled out of the bathroom and sat on the end of the bed. “Thank you, that would be lovely, and you can call me Annie if you like. Where should we meet you?”


Tyler raised a dark eyebrow. He was an introvert and always wary of meeting anyone he didn’t know.”


“Just come to my hotel. I’ll phone down and have them arrange a table for us in the restaurant at nine.”


“Nine gives us lots of time. We’ll see you then.”


“Who are we meeting, baby girl?”


“Catherine wants to have breakfast with us before she goes home.”


Tyler frowned. “Eggs with the Governor? Not my idea of a fun breakfast.”


Annie giggled. “You might have fun. Give her a chance.”


“Can I skip?”


Annie ran across the room and tickled him. “No, you can’t skip. All you have to do is eat and that’s something you’re good at it.”


“I’m going under protest.”


Annie kissed him and shoved her tongue into his mouth. “Protest that, cowboy.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


FARRELL turned off the highway and onto the dirt road that led to Big Dave’s boat rental. He parked beside the old frame house and glanced around before getting out of the truck. The place had an eerie deserted feel to it and it creeped him out.


 Carlos and Travis piled out and let the dogs loose to run around.


Yellow crime scene tape still sealed the door of Tennessee’s rusty trailer and the mud boats were still tied to the dock. Why hadn’t the company in Houston come to get them? The larger boat with the motor was gone.


“One of the boats is missing,” hollered Farrell. “Either they took it, or somebody stole it.” Farrell tried the door of the rental shack and it was unlocked. Everything looked the same.


Travis followed Farrell inside and shook his head. “This whole enterprise needs to be burned down.”


“Whitey lived in a school bus back in the woods,” said Farrell. “Let’s check that out.” They followed the worn down path through the trees with the dogs running ahead and when they got to the clearing where the bus had been sitting, it was gone. “Somehow they got back here from Freer and took the bus. Goddammit anyway.”


“DPS should be able to spot a school bus with two guys in it,” said Carlos.


“Think they would try for the border again?” asked Travis.


Farrell shook his head. “They know the backwater. Bet they moved the bus farther back and took the jon boat to get around.”


“How we gonna track them?” asked Carlos.


“Umm…” Farrell took a moment to think. “Let’s go back to Dave’s house and let the dogs get the scent. Maybe he left clothes laying around. The guy is a slob besides being a fucking asshole killer.”


“He killed his wife and his best buddy, am I right?” asked Carlos. “I don’t know all the details of this case.”


“Tennessee was sneaking around with Dave’s wife,” said Farrell, “and Big Dave caught them. Made quite a mess in the trailer.”


“Can’t wait to meet him,” said Travis.


Farrell called the dogs and they jogged back to Dave’s house. The door wasn’t locked. Nothing inside that shouldn’t be taken to the dump.


“Look around for something the dogs can use and let them spend some time in the bedroom,” said Farrell. “I’ll call Lily and get the bulletin out on the bus.”


Lily answered on the first ring. “Hey, Farrell. How’s the swamp?”


“Hotter than hell and full of bugs, thanks.”


“What do you need?”


“Whitey Sweedo lived in a modified school bus. I need to know if it was plated and if not just get a BOLO out on it and say no tags. Put a do not approach, on it too. Those guys are armed and they’re killers.”


“He lived in a yellow school bus?”


“Yep.”


“I’ll do it right away, then I’m meeting Declan at the hospital to see what’s up with Misty.”


“Call and tell me,” said Farrell, “I’m worried about her and Blacky will be asking Annie where she is.”


Carlos came out of the house with a couple of filthy t-shirts in his hand. “Found these and they stink. Should be good for the dogs.”


“Bring them. We’ll start where the bus used to sit.”


 


Laredo.


AFTER A relaxing breakfast with Governor Campbell, Annie and Tyler escorted her to the hotel parking lot to see her off. Special Agent Roderick had parked the SUV just to the right of the main entrance, so Catherine wouldn’t have far to walk, and she was covering that short distance with her briefcase in her hand when the young girl Annie had seen at the hospital came running around the corner with a gun in her hand.


Looking wild-eyed and possibly high, she waved the gun at Catherine and screamed in a high-pitched voice, “You’re the one who’s ruining Texas. Charlie had a plan to make everything right and he was almost there. It’s all your fault and I’m gonna make you pay, you red-haired bitch.”


The girl raised the Glock and Annie had plenty of time to pull her Beretta out of her waistband and shoot the gun out of the girl’s hand. An easy shot from close range. The gun flew before the girl could fire it and she dropped to the pavement screaming and clutching her bleeding arm.


Gene ran to the girl and kicked the Glock out of her reach. He called the police while Agent Roderick hustled the Governor into the back of the SUV and guarded the door.


First response was swift. Eight minutes and they swarmed the hotel parking area. Gene Wyman had control of the scene and sent an officer from Laredo PD to the hospital with the girl.


Annie gave up her gun to the first officer on the scene and recounted her actions for her statement. Annie’s version of what had happened was verified by two federal agents and the Governor. Tyler gave his statement and it was almost word for word the same as Annie’s. He’d been standing next to her when it all went down.


After the officer took the Governor’s statement and moved on to Special Agent Roderick, Catherine thanked Annie for saving her life. “It all happened so fast,” said Catherine, “and you were so accurate with your shot, it was unbelievable.”


Annie smiled. “I practice.”


“I can see where Blaine and Farrell got their skills,” said the Governor. I’m glad they’re on my team.”


 


Austin.


LILY met Declan O’Connor at Doctor Kaplan’s office in the neurological unit of the hospital.


“Please have a seat,” said the doctor. “Miss LeJeune has recovered from her setback—to a degree—but there are still issues.”


“What issues are those?” asked Declan. “Would they be manageable at home?”


“I think so if you were with her, Mr. O’Connor. You are an expert in your field, after all, and have cared for a good many brain injury patients. You know what to expect and how to react.”


“Will she be on medication?” asked Declan.


“I’ve started her on a couple of low doses—preventative measures—but better safe than sorry.”


“I’ll monitor her carefully,” said Declan. “Is she ready to go home today?”


“She is, but with Ranger Blackmore being so seriously injured, and Miss LeJeune so emotionally connected to him, I’m worried she might sink into a deeper depression. She’s very withdrawn.”


“We’ll take good care of her,” said Declan.


 


JESSE sat in Chief Calhoun’s office drinking coffee and discussing the events from the day before. “Did the ATF make a big score on our tips?”


“According to my sources,” said the Chief, “it will take days to cataloged the two loads that they seized. The storage unit was about double what was in Frost’s hunting cabin.”


“Are they sending us flowers or bottles of wine or anything,” asked Jesse with a smirk.


“Haven’t seen anything yet. You boys going to try a couple more on the list?”


Jesse nodded. “Only thing worrying me is if the word is out and the fuckers are already moving the stashes.”


“If that was the case, they should have moved the goods when we took Leggatt down.”


“You’d think,” said Jesse. “They are a pretty cocky bunch.”


“You need more backup,” said the Chief. “Luke was shook up yesterday from the shooting. He shouldn’t be working today.” The Chief smiled. “He ain’t Farrell.”


 


Laredo.


ANNIE sat with Blaine after the breakfast shooting was cleared up and didn’t mention a word of it to him even though he was a little more alert than the day before. Worrying about the Governor’s safety would not help his recovery. And there was little he could do from his bed in the ICU.


“You seem more with it today, sugar. Your eyes are clearer.”


“So many drugs, Mom. I can’t keep awake.”


“That’s what your doctor wants. You have to rest to heal.”


“Where’s Misty? Was she already here? I can’t remember.”


“Umm… she wasn’t feeling well yesterday, and Lil took her home.”


Blaine’s eyes widened. “All the way to Austin?”


“The doctor who examined her downstairs thought it was best if Doctor Kaplan examined her.”


“Okay, something big happened if you took her to the ER. Tell me. I can take it.”


“Nothing major, but she did pass out and tip off her chair for no reason. I think the doc in Emerg couldn’t find a reason and that’s why he sent her to Austin.”


“Makes sense. Can I get an update?”


“Dec and Lily are working on that, and as soon as Dec calls me, I’ll tell you, sweetheart. I’m not keeping anything from you.”


“Don’t ever do that, Mom. I need to know what’s going on with Misty. Always.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


THE BOYS changed into waterproof boots, sprayed each other down with insect repellent and filled backpacks with what they might need for the day—water, snacks, first aid supplies and dog biscuits. Farrell brought a Garmin, so they could find their way through the maze of channels. Getting lost was a strong possibility.


Red and Bluebelle spent fifteen minutes at the site where the bus had been sitting before Red alerted and was ready to go. Bluebelle followed and the boys had to jog to keep up.


Four hours of running behind the dogs led them to the end of land. They came to a point where there was no where to go but back the way they came.


“They didn’t come this way with the bus,” said Travis. “Impossible.”


“Let’s go back,” said Farrell. “We’ll have to look from a boat and find where they are.”


“Maybe we need one of those swamp boats and a guide,” said Carlos.


“Huh,” said Farrell. “There are miles of channels. This could take weeks.”


 


Austin.


MISTY struggled with the porch steps when Declan and Lily brought her back to the Agency. Declan helped her with each step and steadied her, sensing her balance was off.


Carm held the door open, tears streaming down her face. Hoodoo pushed past Carm to get to Misty and almost knocked her over.


Misty knelt down on the porch and hugged her dog. “I missed you so much.” She buried her face in Hoodoo’s fur and cried.


Once Misty had made it all the way into the foyer, Lil brought in the luggage from Laredo. It had been in the trunk of her Mustang. “I’m going home to get a few things done, but if y’all need me, call. I’ll be home all weekend.”


“Thanks, Lil,” said Declan. “Once we’re settled in, I think we’ll be okay.” He pointed to the sofa in the front parlor and Misty sat down with Hoodoo sticking close to her leg. “Relax there, young lady, and I’ll get you some tea.”


Misty smiled. “I can get it, Declan. A lot of fuss over a little fainting spell.”


Casey sat down close to Misty. “I can fetch what you need, my queen. I missed you so much.”


Misty giggled. “You are my slave.” She put an arm around Casey and hugged him.






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sunday, June 28th.


 


Giddings.


JESSE showered and dressed intending to have the whole day to himself. It had been a hell week and he needed a day of relaxation with his daughter. He strapped her into her high chair at the breakfast table and poured himself a glass of orange juice.


Maybe Jamie will come for Sunday dinner.


Charity pointed to Ty’s empty chair like she’d done each morning since he’d gone to Laredo. “Ty.”


“Let’s call Ty and see when he’s coming home?”


Tyler picked up on the first ring. “Jesse, everything okay with Charity?”


“She’s missing you. When are you coming home?”


“Tonight. Blacky is moving into a regular room this morning and transferring to Saint Michael’s by ambulance tomorrow.”


“That’s great news. I’ll be able to see him by tomorrow night.” Jesse ended the call and brought his brothers up to date.


“Excellent,” said Brian. “They wouldn’t be transferring him if he wasn’t strong enough for the trip. He’s making progress. I’d like to have a look at the wound and see how he’s healing.”


“Do you have buds at Saint Mike’s?” asked Paul.


“Sure do,” said Brian. “Somebody will let me have a peek at him.”


“Ty’s coming home tonight, little girl,” said Jesse. He brushed her dark curls back from her face.


“Ty, mine,” said Charity and picked up a piece of her biscuit.


 


Austin.


STILL SHAKY and upset from the attempt on her life the day before, Catherine had slept poorly. She was up at six looking for coffee and the chef didn’t have it ready. While she waited in the dining room she jotted down thoughts for the statement she was planning to make. Another thing on her mind was a thank-you gift for Annie. What do you get someone who saves your life? Blaine would know.


“It’s so hard without him.” Tears cascaded down her face and she swiped angrily at them with a linen napkin. Royce had caused all of this. Turned their lives into a pit of hell and she was glad he was dead.


Who killed him?


It didn’t matter as long as the threat was gone, but it would be interesting to know who had done the deed. She shrugged and kept on with her notes.


One of the kitchen staff entered the dining room and placed the coffee tray on the buffet. “Shall I pour you a cup, ma’am?”


“Yes, please. Sorry I’m up so early. I couldn’t sleep.”


“No problem. Chef has your favorite muffins in the oven and I’ll bring them to you in a few minutes.”


“Thank you so much, Beth, I need the coffee badly.”


After a muffin and a third cup of coffee, Catherine checked to see if it was a decent hour and called Mary Polito. The young columnist was so much more talented than her own speech writer. Blaine had been advocating a replacement and Catherine hadn’t had time to put Mrs. Warburton on it. She’d do it tomorrow.


“Governor Campbell?” Mary answered sleepily on the second ring.


“Am I calling too early, dear? I’m sorry. I’m home from Laredo and I need to say something—kind of an ensemble explanation of all that’s happened—and I wondered if you’d mind helping me?”


“Of course not. What time should I come over?”


“Would ten be too early? I’m making a page of notes to get us started, and I can offer you breakfast.”


“That sounds nice. Ten is fine. I’ll see you then.”


“Thank God for Mary,” said the Governor out loud.


 


Seadrift.


AFTER BREAKFAST with Travis and Carlos at the diner, Farrell parked in front of the local outfitters—the only one in town. The frame store was small but packed with rods, reels, outdoor clothing and all manner of camping gear.


The bearded guy behind the counter wore a Duck Dynasty cap and chewed on a toothpick as he talked to the customer ahead of Farrell.


“Help, y’all?” he said after he rang the customer through.


“Hope so,” said Farrell. I need to hire a boat for the backwater and a guide that knows where he’s going. Know anybody like that?”


“Do so.” He hollered over his shoulder, “Izzy, you’re up.”


A short lady about Annie’s age—mid thirties—with freckles and long red braids came out of the back room chewing on a piece of bacon. “Can’t a person finish their breakfast?”


“Not when customers need you, babe.”


Izzy glanced at Farrell. “You need my services?”


“If you have a boat and know the backwater, I do.” Farrell placed his creds on the counter.


Duck raised an eyebrow under his hat. “Rangers?”


“We’re searching for two fugitives.”


The Duck Dynasty guy nodded as he clued in. “I got it. Y’all think Whitey and Big Dave went way back?”


“I do.”


“I’ve known those guys for years,” said Duck Dynasty, “and I’m not sure if I want my wife helping you kill ‘em.”


“Hey,” said Farrell, “Big Dave murdered his wife and Tennessee Taylor. Shot them both in the face with a fuckin sawed-off. That little fact gives me all the reason I need to shoot the fucker in the head.”


“You have to prove it. That’s the law.”


“What? You think he didn’t do it?”


“He might have if Tanya, the meth head, was cheating on him, but he should get a trial.”


“You a lawyer?”


“No, but I watch TV.”


“Good for you.” Farrell shoved his creds back in his pocket. “You loaning me your wife or not?”


“She’s expensive,” said Duck.


“How much?”


“Umm… hundred a day plus gas for the boat.”


“We’ll take her,” said Farrell.


Duck turned to his wife and barked, “Go get ready, Iz.”


 


Laredo.


ANNIE AND TYLER were shown into Blaine’s new hospital room on the fourth floor at the beginning of visiting hours.


His bed was propped up slightly and there was an empty coffee cup on his nightstand. He managed a smile when they came in. “Hey, my Mom is here. Hi, Ty, have you been here the whole time with Mom?”


“Uh huh. Keeping her out of trouble,” said Ty.


“That’s a full time job,” said Blaine, “and I should know.”


“Doctor Phinn told me you’re going by ambulance to Saint Michael’s tomorrow, sugar pop. That means you’re a lot better and I’ll be so glad when you’re close to home.”


“I feel better. Sometimes the pain is bad, but I can think now, and my brain isn’t so cloudy. I hate that feeling.”


“I’ll bring Misty as soon as you get to Austin,” said Annie. “You must be worried about her.”


“I am. Did you call Dec?”


“Uh huh. He and Lily took her home and she’s okay. He’s watching her like a hawk and by the sounds of things, Casey is fussing over her.”


Blaine grinned. “Casey calls her his voodoo queen.”


“I don’t know Casey yet,” said Tyler. “Guess I’ll meet him soon enough.”


“Carm loves him already and keeps him close to her. She thinks he’s too skinny and feeds him every chance she gets.”


“He’s a sweetheart,” said Annie. “He loves the horses and he’s a hard worker. He says he wants to be a rodeo cowboy.”


“Me and Paulie might give him some work,” said Ty. “We need an extra hand at the shows and our regular boys don’t like going on the weekends.”


 


Austin.


MARY POLITO arrived at the Governor’s mansion at ten minutes to ten and Emily, one of the housekeepers, let her in.


“I’m here to see Governor Campbell,” she said.


“She’s expecting you, Miss Polito,” said Emily. “She’s in the dining room.”


After Mary ate the huge breakfast the chef had prepared for her, she drank her coffee and worked on the speech with the Governor.


“If I say that Senator Royce was responsible for shooting Blaine and for numerous attempts on my life, can I say that in public without hard evidence?” asked Catherine.


“There is a lot of evidence pointing to him,” said Mary. “Jesse told me about the emails the lab found on his computer in the penthouse. And we know it was him and all the terrible things he’s done, there just isn’t anybody coming forward and confirming it. A lot of his men are dead or laying low. Senator Royce didn’t even flinch when his wife and son were killed. I think that shows he was off the track.”


“The girl that tried to shoot me in Laredo said Royce was behind it,” said Catherine. “She said it was all my fault that Charlie’s plans for Texas failed.”


“Do we have a name for her?” asked Mary.


“I can ask Gene. He took care of her arrest with the Laredo police department.”


“Okay,” said Mary, “when do you want to hold the press conference?”


“Let’s say… tomorrow at eleven. Does that give you time to write it? I’ll need an hour to read it over before I present it to the public.”


“Why don’t I write up a draft and email it to Chief Calhoun to see what he thinks? The best idea would be to have him standing beside you when you deliver it. That way it appears that the Chief agrees with what you’re saying.”


Catherine smiled. “You’re a smart one, Mary Polito.


 


Coastal Backwater.


FARRELL drove back to Big Dave’s place with Izzy Fagan following behind in her camo Jeep and towing her twenty foot jon boat.


“Think this woman is going to know the channels?” asked Travis. He sat in the back seat of Farrell’s truck with Red and Bluebelle.


“If she don’t, it’s a hundred bucks down the drain,” said Farrell. “If that’s the worst of it, we’ll find somebody else and start again.”


“Maybe they ain’t even back here,” said Carlos. “Makes more sense to cross into Mexico when they were so close.”


“Nothing from the border crossings,” said Farrell. “I’ve been checking every day. He shrugged. “Boss said search the backwater, and with the bus and the jon boat both being gone, they definitely came back here at one point.”


“That’s true,” said Carlos. “The boss is usually right.”


Farrell parked, and they jumped out to help Izzy launch her boat.


She backed down the slope to the edge of the water like a pro and eased the back of the trailer in, then jumped out of her Jeep and shouted out instructions. She glanced up and saw the dogs running around. “I didn’t contract for no dogs in my boat.”


“These are tracking dogs,” said Travis, “and we have to take them with us.”


“I’m gonna charge you extra in case they make a mess in my boat.”


“Whatever,” said Farrell in a tired voice. The heat and the stress was wearing him down.


Once the boat was in the water and loaded with the supplies from the back of Izzy’s Jeep, the boys and the dogs got in. Red and Bluebelle were a little antsy at first, but once the boat zoomed along smoothly, they settled and seemed to enjoy the wind in their faces.


Farrell enjoyed the wind. It was so hot and sticky in the channels he felt like puking and figured Travis and Carlos did too.


Izzy was silent as she drove the boat. Over the roar of the Merc, conversation was a lost cause anyway. After three hours of driving up and down wide channels busy with fishermen, narrow channels they could barely pass through, and searching the fingers of land in between with binoculars, they took a break.


Izzy dished out Cokes and bottles of water that she was no doubt charging them for, and they ate their own power bars.


Farrell gave both the dogs water and a couple of biscuits.


“No luck so far,” said Izzy, “but there’s miles we haven’t covered. Two more hours and this one section will be finished. Tomorrow we’ll go in a different direction if we don’t find them today.”


 


Giddings.


JAMIE arrived at Quantrall about five thirty and Jesse fetched her a cold beer. They sat on the front porch and talked about how the Royce thing had gone down. Jesse was happy to be dating somebody he could share all of his thoughts with—both personal and work related. Jamie was a comfortable fit for him.


“Want to go inside where it’s not so hot, sweetheart?” he asked her.


“Maybe we should. I think I might be sweating out my new shirt.” She giggled, and Jesse smiled.


Should I mention getting married or is it too soon? I jumped the gun last time around and look what happened.


As soon as Jesse opened the door, Charity ran into the foyer and hugged his legs. “Daddy, me.”


He picked her up and kissed her face. “I was only outside for a few minutes. Did you miss me that much?”


She snuggled her face into Jesse’s neck and wouldn’t look at Jamie.


“Let’s go into the dining room and have dinner.” He put Charity in her highchair and did up the strap, not that she’d ever tried to get out.


Jesse sat down beside Charity and Jamie sat on the other side in Tyler’s place.


Charity screamed. “Ty, mine.”


“She doesn’t want you to sit in Ty’s spot,” said Jesse. “I’m sorry.”


Jamie’s face was tight as she moved to another chair. “I think your daughter is spoiled, Jesse.”


Jesse felt the heat in his neck as he glared at Jamie.


 


Seadrift.


WORN OUT from their day of fruitless searching, the boys took turns showering before they went out to search for food.


“A goddam waste of time,” said Farrell. “Hope we have better luck tomorrow.”


“Do you think Izzy might have had a clue where they’d hole up and kept us away from them?” asked Travis.


“I thought of that,” said Farrell. “I’ll come right out and ask her tomorrow. If she’s fuckin us over, I won’t be happy.”






 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Monday, June 29th.


 


Laredo.


BLAINE finished his breakfast of poached eggs and toast and yearned for Carm’s spicy tacos she made him every morning. He’d had a lot of pain in the night and the lower dose of pain killers weren’t doing the job.


An orderly came into the room with a nurse and they prepped him for the trip down to the ambulance. Doctor Phinn had pronounced him stable enough to make the trip to Austin, but right at that moment, Blaine wasn’t confident he could withstand it. His opinion didn’t matter, he was only the patient.


They moved him as gently as they could from the bed he hated to leave onto the gurney. Trying unsuccessfully not to groan with pain as they moved him, the job was completed and he was on his way.


 


Seadrift.


BEFORE LEAVING for another sweltering day of searching the backwater, Farrell, Travis and Carlos loaded up with snacks, water and more bug spray from Izzy’s store.


Izzy’s better half, Billy, had changed it up this morning and wore his Duck Dynasty cap backwards, the filthy adjustable strap across his forehead like a streak of brown shit. He grinned as he rang up the purchases and seemed pleased they hadn’t found any trace of Big Dave or Whitey. “Think y’all are on a wild goose chase looking in the backwaters for those boys. They know the terrain a hundred times better than y’all and if they don’t want to be found, y’all will never see them.” He shook his head. “Nope. Never.”


“Thanks for the encouragement,” said Farrell. “Your wife will help us find them today, won’t you, Izzy?”


Izzy stared at her hands. “I’ll do my best.”


As they pulled away from the dock, Farrell looked Izzy in the eye and said, “If you have a clue where those boys might be holed up and you’re messing with me, I’ll put your ass in jail for aiding and abetting fugitives.” Farrell’s eyes narrowed, and he pointed a finger at her. “You’ll do minimum two years in prison and pay a fine so big it will cost y’all your store. You think I’m kidding? Don’t fuck with me.” Farrell watched Izzy’s face and picked up something.


Does she know where they are?


 


Austin.


GOVERNOR CAMPBELL and Mary met Chief Calhoun on the front steps of the Capitol where a huge hoard of media people had gathered in anticipation of the Governor’s speech about Senator Royce.


While Catherine organized herself behind the portable lectern, Mary handed out press releases to any of the reporters who wanted them. Some looked forward to what Mary had to say and others preferred to present their own take on things.


The Governor, dressed in a cream linen suit, her long red hair pulled back in a clip, presented the edited version of the speech she and Mary had written. In the interest of not ruffling feathers, Calhoun had removed some of the more troublesome comments. Catherine was outspoken and had a strong tendency to call a spade a spade, and according to the Chief, that wasn’t always the best option.


After delivering the speech flawlessly to a round of applause, she took a few questions.


“Was the attempted murder of Ranger Blackmore related to his investigation of Senator Royce?”


“Yes, it was,” said Catherine. “Directly related.”


“What about the senator’s murder? Have any suspects been arrested?”


“That’s a police matter,” said the Governor, “and I can’t comment on that.”


“What about the raids the ATF have been making? Are they random, or are they part of the Royce investigation?”


“When certain facts came to light during the investigation, the ATF were notified when their expertise was needed.”


“Who was the girl who tried to kill you in Laredo, Governor?”


“I can’t remember her name offhand,” said Catherine, “but she has been charged and her name is public record. I believe it’s in the press release Mary prepared for y’all.”


“Do you have anything to add, Chief Calhoun?”


“No,” said the Chief, “I think Governor Campbell has covered all the points. But I can say, Texas is a much safer place with the Violent Crime Squad on the job.”


 


ANNIE picked up Declan and Misty and drove to Saint Michael’s Hospital to meet the ambulance bringing Blaine from Laredo.


They waited while the nurses settled Blaine into a private room and when the staff were ready, they announced that Blaine was ready for visitors.


He smiled as they walked into the room, but Annie’s heart skipped a beat. Her son was pale, and exhaustion showed on his face. The trip had been hard on him and he needed to rest. “I’m glad you’re home, sugar, but I think you need time to recover from your trip. I’ll come back tonight.”


“Thanks, Mom. I am tired.” He held his arms out for Misty and she sat on the side of the bed and hugged him.


“Do you want to stay, Miss Misty?” asked Declan.


“Yes, I’ll stay and watch over him while he sleeps.”


 


JESSE had a meeting with Chief Calhoun at headquarters after the Chief returned from the Capitol. Jesse had Starbuck’s coffee waiting on the Chief’s desk when he walked in.


“Thanks, son. I could use a coffee.”


“Catherine’s speech went well?” asked Jesse. “Sorry I missed it, but I had to help Tyler catch up with a few things at the barn.”


“Mary put it together and it was well thought out,” said the Chief. He lifted the tab on his coffee and took a sip. “Are you still working on the email list of suspects?”


Jesse nodded. “I am, but after the fiasco Luke and Fletcher encountered, I think we’ll do one name at a time and the four of us will go. Royce’s groupies are turning out to be crazier than anticipated.”


“They’re nervous,” said the Chief, “because they know one by one, we’re uncovering everyone connected to the Royce group. The dominos are falling.” The Chief picked up a copy of the list and said, “Next one is Fred Parkin. He’s an investment banker with an office downtown.”


“Do we have a copy of his emails to Royce?”


“I’ve got them here someplace.” The Chief shuffled a lot of paper. “I had them sorted and now they seem to be unsorted.” He read through a few. “Here it is. Fred Parkin to Royce.”


“I want out of your insane plan. There’s too much violence and it’s all coming undone. Your wife and son are dead, isn’t that a wake-up call for you? You can’t keep killing people to get them out of your way. We’re all going down.”


“And Royce says to him.”


“The toughest opposition is out of the way. We’re almost home free. Pull it together, Fred. We’ll soon control the whole state.”


Jesse raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like Fred Parkin was wising up. Maybe he’ll roll and give us some of the others.”


“Uh huh. Possible. He’s worried about his own skin and he may be the weak link.”


“Okay.” Jesse stood up. “I’ll take Jamie and my two boys. If we present a larger front, he may come quietly.”


“Be careful.”


 


Elgin.


JESSE had called Parkin’s office for an appointment and was told the boss was working from home. Home turned out to be a large century red brick house out in Elgin. A Lone Star flag flew from the second storey balcony.


Jesse cut the engine of the Range Rover and spelled out how he wanted Parkin handled. “Extreme caution, boys. This guy wanted to get away from Royce, so he may be our key to uncovering a lot of information. Slow and easy. We need to find out everything he knows.”


“Got it, boss,” said Fletcher. “We won’t hurt him.”


Luke had been silent since the secretary was killed on his watch, and Jesse considered giving him the rest of the week off.


Jamie laughed and made light of Jesse’s warning. “His living room could be piled high with crates of grenades. What do we do then, Jesse?”


Smiling, but annoyed that Jamie wasn’t talking him seriously he said, “Don’t mess with me, Ranger Parnell. Get in there and sweet talk him into spilling his guts.”


Bad idea to work with Jamie on this.


“I’ll do my best.”


With his credentials ready in his hand, Jesse knocked on the red front door.


Fred Parkin greeted them with a big smile on his face while his three little ankle biters ran in circles yelping and yipping.


Jesse thought they might be Pomeranians, but he was no expert on small dogs.


Two of them peed on the hardwood floor in the foyer. “They get so excited when I have guests,” said Fred. “Settle down girls.” He ignored the puddles of pee and stepped around them.


Jesse introduced the four of them. “We’d like to ask you a few questions, Mr. Parkin, about your association with Senator Royce.”


“I expected to see y’all at some point. If a murder investigation is thorough, all of the victim’s acquaintances would be questioned.”


“You were only an acquaintance?” asked Jamie.


Parkin motioned them into a cozy den that opened off the front hallway. “Have a seat in here. Y’all will be more comfortable.”


“Thanks,” said Jesse and he let Jamie go ahead of him. She sat down in a leather chair at the end of the coffee table and Parkin sat in the matching chair opposite her. Once he was settled, Jamie said in a sweet voice, “We’ve read your emails to Senator Royce, Mr. Parkin, and they’re a little ambiguous. Would you like to explain?”


“Sure, little lady Ranger, I can explain.” He hopped to his feet, pulled a gun out of his jacket pocket and pointed it straight at Jamie.


Jesse was on his feet and grappling for the Beretta in his shoulder holster. “Drop it, Mr. Parkin. Drop the gun.”


The air was tense and charged with electricity as Fletcher and Luke began easing their way towards Parkin.


He turned and waved his gun in their direction. “Stay where y’all are and keep your hands where I can see them.”


Luke and Fletcher stood still and waited for an opportunity while Parkin turned his attention back to Jamie. Parkin sighted Jamie in and Jesse did the same to Parkin. A stand-off.


Parkin started to say something when a sharp ring in his pocket cut through the air and he momentarily lost his concentration.


Bang. Bang.


The two shots overlapped and sounded as one.


Jesse pulled the trigger and hit Parkin center mass. Parkin fired at the same moment and Jamie dropped to the floor.


 


Coastal Backwater.


THE MORNING passed much the same as the day before. Twisting and turning through the myriad of channels and seeing only birds and fishermen and boaters. No sign of Big Dave’s jon boat or any yellow school buses.


Farrell emptied his third bottle of water and patted Red on the head. The dogs had been patient and perfectly behaved, but how long could they be expected to ride in a boat without a break?


Travis and Carlos, both with high powered binoculars had scanned every inch of the terrain they passed and there was nothing to see but trees, water, marsh grasses, lily pads and gators. Lots and lots of gators. The section they were exploring now seemed to have twice as many gators.


Izzy eased up on the throttle as they rounded a bend and she pointed.


Farrell nodded. He saw it. Big Dave’s boat bobbing at the shore, tied to a tree. Farrell pointed, and Izzy steered into the little inlet. Besides the boat at the edge of the water nothing else was visible. They could be close by or miles away from the boat.


“Y’all getting out?” asked Izzy. “If y’all are searching on foot from here on out, I’m going home.”


“I’m paying you by the day, Izzy, so get that notion out of your head,” said Farrell. “I want to look for signs that they’ve been here.”


“Maybe I’m done taking your orders.” Izzy sneered at Farrell. “You can’t make me wait for y’all.”


With his backpack on, Farrell hopped out into knee deep water, sloshed his way up onto the bank and called the dogs.


“Haul her ass out of that boat, Carlos, and cuff her to a tree.”


Carlos grinned as he grabbed little Izzy and threw her over his shoulder. Izzy hollered out curses the boys had never heard before as she thrashed and fought against the big Latino. Carlos laughed as he overpowered her and manacled her right arm to a sturdy tree branch.


“You’re lucky I’m giving you shade,” said Farrell. “I should let your lying ass fry in the goddam sun.” His icy blue eyes narrowed. “You knew all along where they were.” He knelt down and gave the dogs Big Dave’s shirt and let them sniff it and drag it around.


Bluebelle alerted right away and tugged on her leash. Travis wasn’t ready, and he held her back. “Hold on, I’m almost ready, beautiful girl. He hoisted up his pack and said, “Okay, here we go.” Bluebelle ran straight into the woods without hesitation. She knew where she was going and was in a hurry to get there. Travis jogged behind her for a half mile, then reined her in to take a little rest and catch his breath. “You’re wearing me out, girl.” He stood still, soaked in sweat and just steadied his breathing until the others caught up. Then he was ready to go again.


Farrell caught up with Travis and Red had the scent too. The big bloodhound ran right by Bluebelle and veered to the right. A long way up ahead, Farrell could see a big blob of bright yellow through the trees. “I see the bus,” he hollered. Red tugged on the leash and Farrell let him go.


 


Austin.


JESSE COLLAPSED onto the floor beside Jamie and held her head in his lap as he waited for First Response. Luke had gone outside to call it in and Jesse had told him to call the Chief and let him know.


Jamie’s eyes were closed, and she didn’t seem to be breathing. She was soaked in blood from the waist up and Jesse was covered in it. He thought she was dead, and it was his fault. He should have been faster.


You don’t practice enough, cowboy. You need more range time.


Ace’s words echoed in his head and made him dizzy. His gut wrenched, and he was going to hurl any second.


Hurry up with the ambulance.


It seemed like forever before he heard the sirens, but it had only been minutes. Paramedics rushed in and took Jamie from him and Jesse never moved. He sat on the floor with his back against the chair and stared straight ahead at Parkin’s body at the other end of the coffee table.


The next time he opened his eyes, the Chief was talking to him and Mort Simon was zipping Fred Parkin into a body bag.


“Jesse, are you okay?” asked the Chief. “Do you need an ambulance?” The Chief glanced around the room and said, “Why the hell didn’t they take Jesse to the hospital while they were here? Are they fuckin blind?”


“I’m okay, Chief,” said Jesse struggling to his feet. “The boys will drive me to the hospital.”


“We’ll all go to the hospital and Rocky can take your statements while we wait to see about Jamie.”


“Too much blood,” said Jesse.


The Chief nodded, then turned to Luke and Fletch. “Get your boss into the Range Rover and take him to Saint Mike’s. I’ll be right behind you as soon as Sue comes to take the scene.”


“Doing it, Chief,” said Luke.


 


Coastal Backwater.


RED TORE around behind the bus, lifted his head and bayed. He lay down beside Big Dave Warren. His pantleg had been hacked off and used as a makeshift bandage. The camo fabric was wrapped around his leg and secured with duct tape.


Barely conscious, Dave looked up at Farrell with cloudy eyes and mumbled in a whisper, “Help me.” 


“Where’s Whitey?” asked Farrell.


“The bastard left me here to die.”


Travis and Carlos caught up and Farrell sent them inside the bus. “Clear the bus and take a look around. See if there’s something of Whitey’s the dogs can use.”


Farrell knelt down beside Big Dave and tried to avoid smelling him. Almost impossible. He patted Dave down and removed a filet knife from one of his pockets. “How long ago did Whitey leave you here?”


“Can’t remember.”


“An hour? A day? A minute?” hollered Farrell.


“He heard y’all coming and beat it. Let him go. He ain’t done nothing.”


Travis and Carlos jumped down the step out of the bus. “All clear. Nothing in there but junk.”


“What’s the quickest way out of here, Dave?” asked Farrell. “Boat or bus?”


“Bus. Dirt track to the main road ain’t that far through the bush.” He tried to raise a hand to point but couldn’t do it. His hand flopped into the dirt beside him.


“Carlos, drive the bus to the hospital and have the local sheriff arrest Dave for the double murder. Make double sure they put a guard on his room. Then have a squad drive you to our truck. We’ll meet you there after the dogs have a look for Whitey.”


“Come on, Dave,” said Carlos. “Let’s get you into the bus.” Carlos got the big mutt to his feet and Farrell cuffed his hands behind his back.


Dave balanced poorly on one leg as he hopped to the door of the bus with Farrell and Travis helping him. With a lot of grunting and groaning they hoisted Dave’s two hundred and fifty pounds up the two steps to the floor of the bus and he collapsed in a pile of beer cans and garbage. “I’m gonna die. I fuckin know it.” Dave blubbered as Carlos slid behind the wheel and tried to get old yeller started.


“This old girl has a choke,” said Carlos. “She’s an antique.”


On the third try, the engine turned over and Carlos ground a couple of gears before he found the right one.


Travis booked it back to the tree where Izzy was waiting, woke her up and handed her a bottle of water. “Won’t be much longer.”


She nodded and seemed a little out of it.


Travis shrugged. Her choice.


Farrell let the dogs have Whitey’s dirty t-shirt and it only took a couple of minutes before Bluebelle alerted and started to run.


Both victims of heat exhaustion, Travis and Farrell barely had the energy to pursue the dogs. They pushed on for a mile until Bluebelle stopped, took a sharp turn into a clump of scrub bushes and bayed.


Farrell drew his SW and pointed it at the bushes. “Come on out of there, Whitey. I don’t want to shoot you.”


“Oh, man,” said Whitey as he crawled out from under the bushes, “you don’t want to do this. I ain’t done nothing. He pushed his way further out and Farrell saw the sawed-off shotgun in his hand.”


“Put the gun down, Whitey,” hollered Farrell. “I’ll shoot you in the fuckin head if you don’t.”


Travis cocked his Sig and when Whitey saw there were two of them he set the gun down and put his hands in the air.


 


Austin.


JESSE slumped in one of the uncomfortable chairs in the waiting area closest to surgery and called his brother. Luke and Farrell had gone to the cafeteria to search for decent coffee and hadn’t returned.


“Brian, I need you.”


“Jesse? What’s wrong? Is it your heart?”


“I’s Jamie, Brian. Jamie got shot.”


“Where are you, Jesse? I want you to do some deep breathing. I can tell by your voice you’re not doing well.”


“Saint Mike’s. She’s in surgery. So much blood. Too much blood, Brian.”


“I’m coming. Give me twenty minutes.”


Jesse pressed end as the boys returned with coffee and sandwiches. Chief Calhoun and Ranger Rockford were right behind the boys.


The Chief nodded. “You better eat something, Jesse. You look like hell.”


“Can’t eat. Feel sick.”


Calhoun unwrapped a sandwich and handed half to Jesse. “Eat this goddam sandwich. I’m not standing here while you have another fuckin heart attack.”


Jesse took the sandwich and took a bite.


“What do we know so far about Jamie?” asked Rocky.


“I called my brother,” mumbled Jesse.


“Rocky, go see if the nurses will tell you anything,” said the Chief. “Turn on your charm.”


Rocky grinned. “Those ladies will tell me things I don’t want to know.”


“As soon as Rocky gets your statements, you boys call it. We’ll clean up the paperwork tomorrow.”


Fletcher nodded. “Okay, Chief.”


Rocky returned, and he wasn’t smiling. “Nothing yet. Might be a couple more hours.”


Calhoun nodded. “Get the statements from the boys and they can go. We’ll wait it out.”


 


Coastal Backwater.


FARRELL and Travis marched Whitey Sweedo back to the boat. They paused long enough to release Izzy from her tree. She rubbed her wrist, glared at them and wouldn’t talk to either one of them.


They secured Whitey and the dogs in the boat, took off their backpacks and were ready to go. Izzy fiddled with the motor and couldn’t get it started.


“Problem?” asked Farrell.


“Out of gas.”


Travis hefted two of the extra cans and they felt empty, the third one was about half full. He walked to the back of the boat and handed it to Izzy. “That enough to get us back?”


“Should be if we go straight back to Dave’s.”


“No where else to go,” said Farrell. He sat down beside Red and patted his head. “Good boy.”


By the time Izzy got them back to Big Dave’s place and they helped her get the boat out of the water and onto the trailer, Carlos arrived in a county sheriff’s squad car.


“How did it go with Big Dave?” asked Farrell.


“He’s secure and Butch is watching him,” said the deputy. “Doc that looked at him said he had infection and he thought Dave might lose his leg.”


“Guess that could happen,” said Farrell.


“Sheriff wants y’all to come into the office and do the paperwork on the arrest.”


“Sure, okay,” said Farrell. “We can clean that up before we leave.”


After Izzy left and the deputy drove off, Farrell said, “Before we do a lick of paperwork, we’re gonna get cold beer and barbeque.”


“Amen to that,” said Travis.


 


Austin.


BLAINE opened his eyes and was surprised to see Chief Calhoun standing beside his bed. “Hey, Chief, didn’t know you were here.”


“Glad you’re back in Austin, son, where I can keep tabs on you. I would have been here sooner, but a few things have been happening.”


“Have you seen Jesse?” asked Blaine.


“I’ve seen him, son. He’s downstairs right now and he’s a mess. He had a few problems this morning with one of Royce’s followers and Jamie was shot.”


“Jamie? Is she okay?”


“She’s still in surgery, but I’ll let you know when we find out something.”


“I hate being out of the loop,” said Blaine.


“Me too,” said Catherine as she came through the door with a handful of books and magazines. “I brought you something to read.”


“Hey, thanks,” said Blaine. “It’s boring lying here like a wrapped up mummy.”






 




EPILOGUE


Fourth of July.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE’S Fourth of July picnic was an annual event. Guests began arriving around three in the afternoon, but her boys were already there. Tyler had moved in the week before and was fitting in perfectly.


Blaine had come home from the hospital a couple of days before and Declan was caring for him in Austin but had carefully transported him to the ranch for the picnic. Blaine was sitting in one of the wicker chairs on the porch with a beer in his hand and Misty sat close by watching over him.


Blaine’s whole household had come with him, Carm, Casey, Misty and Farrell and Annie was thrilled to have them all at the ranch. So was Jackson. Home from his Nana’s in Santa Fe, Jackson had a lot of stories to tell everyone. He and Neil tried to top each other’s adventures.


“The meat is on,” said Riley, Annie’s chef from the safe-house. “By six o’clock it will be ready.”


“Thanks, honey. I think Rosalie and I have all the rest of the food ready. We’ve been working on it for a couple of days.”


“Need a hand with anything, Mom?” asked Farrell. He swaggered in from the porch with Mary by his side.


“I can help you, Mrs. Powell,” said Mary.


“So can I,” said Casey. “I never been to a picnic before.”


“You can help me and Jacks,” said Neil. “We’re opening bags of chips and filling bowls with Rosie’s homemade salsa.”


“That’s something I can handle.”


Carm was in the far end of the kitchen helping Rosalie and speaking to her in Spanish.


Tyler came through the door carrying cases of beer and plunked them down next to the counter. “I brought some extra coolers in case we need them, Annie.”


“Thanks, sugar. The boys will help you get the ice and the beer into the coolers. Did your brothers all come with you?”


“I drove myself, but Brian is coming with Bobby and Paul. Jesse ain’t coming at all. He’s spending the day at the hospital with Jamie.”


“Uh huh. He feels bad she got shot,” said Annie. “He let me have Charity for a few days while Jamie was in intensive care and I’m grateful for that.”


 


AFTER THE CROWD had been fed, Annie treated them to her usual concert with her in-house band. She and Tyler had worked on a few new duets and it was obvious to everyone that they loved singing together.


 


BY TWO A.M. everyone had gone, and Annie filled the dishwasher with the last load. Tyler sat at the granite island drinking a coffee and watching the woman he loved.


“You all set for Vegas tomorrow?”


“I think so. I did a little packing yesterday.”


Tyler pulled the little box out of his shirt pocket and pointed at it. “Time to say the words that I should have said years ago. I love you Annie and I want you to be my wife.”


Annie held out her hand and Tyler slipped the ring on.


“I’ve loved you, Tyler Quantrall since the first day I met you, and I’m happy to accept.”


Tyler picked Annie up and carried her to their bedroom.
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CHAPTER ONE




Monday, July 6th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“TOO SLOW, Dec. I’m taking too fuckin long to heal. If I have to sit on my ass for another week, I’m gonna lose it.” Blaine groaned as he wiggled and squirmed around, trying to sit comfortably on a hard chair at the kitchen table.


Carm noticed Blaine struggling as she cleared up the breakfast dishes. The massive Victorian kitchen smelled of bacon and fried sausages. She wrinkled her nose and flicked on the copper fan over the stove. Carm fetched a pillow from the front parlor and tucked it in between the bandage on Blaine’s back and the rungs on the back of the wooden chair.


Blaine reached back and patted her hand. “Gracias, mi Corazon.”


“You already lost it,” said Farrell. He crossed from the eating area to the granite island in the center of the room and refilled his coffee mug. “You bitch and complain every fuckin day about not working, but you are working. You’re in the office researching everything we need while you’re supposed to be resting on the sofa with the remote in your grubby little hand. And instead of letting yourself heal, you’ve got your finger in every pie. You phone me at least ten times a day to see where I am and what the team’s doing. What the hell else do you want?”


“I want to go out of the fuckin house,” Blaine fumed. “That’s what I want.”


Declan chuckled. “Not happening, lad.” Declan O’Conner was the curly headed Irish medic on loan from Coulter-Ross ranch.


“When’s my next appointment with the doc?” asked Blaine.


“Wednesday,” said Declan. “Let’s talk about this on Thursday or Friday after he’s looked at the wound again. And even if he’s pleased with your progress, he won’t let you go back to work full time. He’s going to make you ease into it. I’d put money on it.”


Farrell pointed at the mug he’d just set in front of his foster brother. “Drink your coffee, grumpy. The boys will be here in ten and I’d be so fuckin grateful if you acted like you were sane.”


Blaine tossed his long black hair with a snarl and gave Farrell a rude hand signal. He grabbed up his pen and viciously scratched a number one at the top of his yellow pad.


Ten minutes later, almost to the minute, the dogs barked, and the Agency crew reported for work.


 Lily, Blaine’s personal assistant took up her post at the end of the table, her yellow pad in front of her ready to hear what the boss wanted her to work on. Lily came to work early every morning looking like she’d just stepped out of a magazine. Perfect blonde hair, and clothes and makeup a model would kill for. Lil was a black belt and a licensed PI, but she mostly stayed by Blaine’s side doing his bidding. More so now that he was injured.


Carlos sat next to Lily and Blaine hadn’t noticed until Farrell pointed it out to him, that Carlos and Lily were tight. They knew the rules—no screwing around—but how would he find out if they kept it out of the office? Another fucking thing to worry about.


“What have we got going on today, boss?” asked Travis. The big blond ex-marine had been fired numerous times, but his skills always got him hired back when Blaine needed him.


“Wrapping up all the loose ends from last week,” said Blaine, “then Cat’s coming at nine to open up a whole new can of worms.”


Fletcher and Luke came in with Jesse and filled the empty seats. “What kind of worms are we talking, boss?” asked Luke.


“I’ll let her tell you,” said Blaine. “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”


Jesse shook his head. “Don’t like the sounds of that, partner. Some of Catherine’s ideas are good in theory, but not easy to implement.”


Blaine shrugged, winced at the pain the movement caused, and swore not to do it again. The pain in his back almost finished him every time he fuckin moved. “We’ve got nothing going on this week. We’re in between, so we’ll listen to what the Governor has to say and take it from there.”


 


FARRELL opened the wrought iron gate that separated the compound from the street at ten to nine to let the limo flying the Lone Star flag through. He stood on the porch and waited while Special Agent Roderick opened the door for the Governor and gave her a hand out of the black beast. Then the black SUV parked behind the limo and her personal security team, headed by Special Agent Gene Wyman, fell into step a little behind her and followed her onto the porch.


She hugged Farrell and asked, “How is he?”


Farrell shook his head. “Testy as a bear in a trap. Don’t get too close to him.”


The Governor smiled. “I’ll keep my distance.”


Farrell held the dogs at bay as Governor Catherine Campbell, dressed in a white linen suit crossed through the foyer into the kitchen. She made a bee-line for Blaine, leaned down and hugged him gently from behind.


“You doing better?” she asked.


“I’d like to think so,” he growled, “appointment on Wednesday.”


“Take it easy, sweetie,” said the Governor, “and give your body time to heal. You almost died, so stop pushing so hard. Give yourself a break.”


Farrell nodded his head. “He ain’t a good listener.”


Blaine shot back, “But you are?”


Farrell grinned. “I’ll get you a coffee, Cat.”


The Governor sat down at the end of the table and placed her leather briefcase in front of her.


Misty floated into the kitchen at that moment looking amazing in a long flowing dress that shimmered when she moved. “Morning to all,” she said in her soft Louisiana drawl. She filled the kettle for tea, then stood behind Blaine and stroked his shiny black hair. Her presence calmed him like it always did.


The Governor thanked Farrell for the coffee, took a sip and began her pitch. “We have a problem.”


“We?” asked Blaine. “You mean, you have a problem, don’t you Cat?”


The Governor shot him a look. “Farrell said you were testy.”


“I should shoot Farrell in the back and see if he wins Miss Congeniality,” said Blaine.


The boys chuckled and pointed at Farrell.


“Let’s talk about Houston,” said Cat, getting back on track.


“I’ve seen the numbers,” said Blaine, “and yeah, they could use some help.”


The Governor pushed her mop of red hair back from her face and put on a pair of glasses before she opened her briefcase. She took out a handful of printed pages and spread them on the table. “These are the latest stats. People are being robbed on the streets and killed in the process. The rape numbers are up and most other categories too.


Blaine shook his head. “I know what the numbers are, Cat, and the Houston media is on a call-for-action campaign scaring the shit out of everybody who lives in the city.”


“Well, the citizens are taking action,” said Cat. “They’re calling the Mayor, the Chief of Police, their Congressman, and on and on. Penny is going bonkers with calls from Houston and all the surrounding burbs. She’s getting hundreds a day since this media thing started. Houston wants the Violent Crime Squad.”


“Wants?” Blaine screwed up his face and hollered. “I don’t believe that for a second. Houston PD won’t welcome interference. It’s the same anywhere. They might need us, but they don’t fuckin want us.”


“Jesus, sweetie, have you got pills you should be taking?”


Farrell grinned and kept quiet.


“Are they hounding Calhoun?” asked Blaine. “It’s a wonder he hasn’t called me.”


“He called me,” said Catherine. “He won’t call you. You are officially off duty on medical leave.”


“Have you made a commitment to them, Catherine?” asked Jesse, the voice of reason. “Or did you come to us first?”


“Umm… I told one of the TV stations that I was working on a plan with the VCS and I’d have an announcement shortly.”


Jesse peered at her without a smile. “You’re saying you committed us already, then?”


“Not formally, but I thought you’d want to help Houston.”


Jesse nodded. “We’re state-wide, so of course we’ll try to get their situation under control.”


“Mostly drugs,” said Farrell. “Drugs drive crime, and Houston has some bad areas, just like every other big city.”


Blaine nodded to Lily and she picked up her pen. “We’ll need to talk to homicide—Jesse and Luke take that one. Carlos and Fletch will work with the gang squad, and Farrell and Travis will see what the narcs have going on. Pull the most recent cases in those three areas and have them sent to me. Lil can coordinate the data and the two of us will work through it and see what shakes out. Since I can’t help you guys personally in Houston, I’ll have to help you from here.”


To Lil: “Make appointments for the boys and get them started. They’ll need three hotel rooms, and three vehicles—one of them will have to be the surveillance unit.”


“Farrell, call Mary and tell her I want to see her, today if possible.”


Catherine sipped her coffee and smiled. Once Blaine was in motion, nothing could stop him. “You’ve been thinking about this already?”


“A little.”


 


AFTER the Governor left, Blaine sent the boys home to pack. He gave them an hour to get what they needed and return to the Agency. “By the time y’all get back, Lil might have a destination for y’all.”


Jesse lingered behind and refilled his mug. “Don’t know about leaving Jamie alone at Quantrall.”


“You’ve hardly said a word about her, Jesse, since you took her home from the hospital. How’s she doing?”


“Not good. She’s in pain and she’s not adjusting well to the wheelchair.”


“Is she sleeping on the main floor?”


Jesse nodded. “Paulie and Wendy helped me, and we converted Momma’s sunroom at the back of the house into a bedroom for her.”


“Maybe she’d be better off in a rehab hospital,” said Blaine. “Less worry for you and your brothers.”


“She probably would be, but I have to take responsibility for what happened to her. It was my fault she got shot and almost died.”


Blaine shook his head. “I’m not buying that it was your fault. You handled the situation the way you thought it should be handled and because a crazy gunny shot her—you cannot shoulder the blame.”


“I’ll go home and talk to her before I leave for Houston. She likes the nurse I hired. That’s a plus, if there is one.”


“Jamie has always been pretty easy going and agreeable,” said Blaine.


“Nope. Not anymore. Might be the pain. And it might be the adjustment. Knowing she’ll never walk again could be doing a huge number on her head.”


Blaine raised a black eyebrow. “But you’re committed?”


“Jesus, Blacky, I have to be. We were planning a future and talking about moving in together. Now that’s she’s in a wheelchair do I say I changed my mind and turn my back on her?”


“No, you’d never do that.”


“It’s just that…” Jesse stood up and picked up his keys.


“What? You looked stressed.”


“She doesn’t relate to Charity in any way, and I was hoping she would. I think that bothers me the most.”


“Does Charity like Jamie?”


Jesse shook his head. “Nope. I think Charity can tell somehow the way Jamie feels and she pulls away from her. Has since day one.”


“I’m sorry things are so tough at home for you, partner. I want you to be happy.”
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