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CHAPTER ONE




Friday, May 1st.


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


THE BED WAS EMPTY when he came back from grabbing a sandwich in the cafeteria. His heart stopped beating and blood drained from his head so fast it made him dizzy.


Did she die while I wasn’t here?


Blaine gripped the end of the bed for a moment thinking he might pass out, then turned on his heel and ran to the nurses’ station, chains clanking on his Harley boots and his long black hair flying. “Where’s Misty?” he hollered without meaning to, and the nurse put her finger to her lips. Blaine lowered his voice. “Did something happen while I was downstairs?” Blaine’s hand went to his chest to feel if his heart was still pumping.


“Calm down, Ranger Blackmore. Doctor Lee Chang ordered a brain function test and they’ve taken her downstairs. That’s where she is. Shouldn’t take more than another half hour.”


“Why does she need that? I thought all the tests had been done when she first arrived.”


“I’ll have to let the doctor answer that question for you. I’m sure he has a good reason for wanting an update.”


Blaine nodded and tried to ignore the pounding in his ears. The dizziness in his head combined with the hospital smell pervading the air was a sure fire recipe for hurling. He gagged out the words. “Sure. He probably knows what he’s doing.”


He’s supposed to be the best in his field and I’m paying him thousands. He goddam well better know.


Blaine sank into an uncomfortable chair in the waiting room with Misty’s mother, Claire LeJeune, a well-known physic beside him, and the wait seemed endless. Finally, Doctor Lee Chang appeared in the doorway and beckoned them. They followed like sheep down the corridor to his office, hardly more than an eight by ten cramped beige box. He pointed to the two chairs in front of his desk, and they sat. Blaine studied Lee Chang’s expression and figured the news wasn’t good.


A short Asian man with slicked back black hair, Doctor Lee Chang rarely smiled. Blunt and to the point he delivered the facts with no sugar coating. Blaine had found that out already, and although the doctor’s approach mirrored Blaine’s own, it didn’t make it any easier when he was talking about someone you loved.


The doctor tapped the end of his pen on the prescription pad in front of him. “When Miss LeJeune wakes up she will not be as you remembered her. Several areas of her brain have been affected by her head injury.”


“Could you tell what her attacker hit her with?” asked Blaine. Saying the words made him picture Matthias Rush hitting Misty with something huge and heavy and knocking her to the floor. He could barely stand to think about it.


“Something heavy,” said Lee Chang. “A substantial blunt instrument.”


Fuck. I’ll kill that whacko.


“Will she know us?” asked Mrs. LeJeune.


“Possibly,” said the doctor, “but in a lot of coma cases, temporary amnesia is present when the patient awakens.”


“What are you saying, doctor?” asked Blaine. “You usually spell it out more clearly than you’re doing now.”


“Because the brain is complicated and unpredictable there are no guarantees. From the tests run today, I feel some of her motor skills may be affected, but to what degree it’s hard to tell. Let’s wait and see if and when she wakes up.”


“What do you mean if?” asked Mrs. LeJeune. “My daughter will wake up today.”


“It’s always good to be positive,” said the doctor.


What’s going to be wrong with her? He knows but he’s not telling us.


“My daughter has other …talents. Will they be affected by her head injury?”


“What talents are you referring to, Mrs. LeJeune?”


“Umm… she has strong psychic abilities and other gifts... like psychokinesis.”


“Uh huh.” Doctor Lee Chang didn’t seem convinced.


Blaine rolled his eyes.


Misty can move things with her mind? I never saw her do that.


“I wanted you both to be prepared for any possibility. The rest is up to Miss LeJeune.”


“Thank you,” said Blaine. He shook the doctor’s hand and went back to sit with Misty. Mrs. LeJeune favored sitting in the waiting area with her knitting. She’d spent so much time there, her third afghan was nearing completion. Blaine had promised to call her the moment there was any change.


Wondering what exact time Misty would wake, he sat down and checked the diamond Cartier on his wrist Annie had given him. Ten after three. When he looked back at Misty, her blue eyes were staring at him and he was so startled, he sucked in a little breath. “Misty, you’re awake.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“HEY, FARRELL,” Lily, Blacky’s personal assistant, ran into the kitchen where Farrell usually hung out drinking gallons of coffee when he wasn’t working. “Got a call from a girl out in Bluebonnet and she wanted to talk to the boss, but I don’t know when he’ll be back from New Orleans. Maybe you should call her. She seems pretty upset.”


“Upset about what?”


“About her sister gone missing.”


“Yeah, sure, I can call her,” said Farrell, “but we don’t take cases from call-ins. That’s not how it works. People have local law enforcement for that.”


Lil shrugged. A tall, slim blonde with impeccable grooming, Lily Duke was a black belt and much stronger than she appeared. “Do what you want. Boss said you were in charge of the office decisions while he was gone.” Lil turned in the doorway, “Heard anything about Misty? This is the day she’s supposed to wake up, isn’t it?”


“Yep,” said Farrell, “Beltane. I had a hard time believing Blacky was buying into Mrs. LeJeune’s prediction.”


“He had nothing else to hold on to,” said Lil. “It was something, at least.”


Farrell nodded. “Where is Bluebonnet anyway? I’ve never heard of it.”


“I Googled it, and it’s south off 190 between Menard and Eldorado,” said Lil. “Didn’t you come from San Angelo?”


“Yep. Born there,” said Farrell. “Haven’t been back since… never mind.” Lil went back to her office and Farrell refilled his mug. He sat down at the table by the window and stared at the message slip.


What else have I got to do today?


He punched the number into his phone and listened to the ringing on the other end. No answer and he thought it was going to go to message when she said hello. “Miss Dennison? This is Ranger Farrell Donovan calling from the Blackmore Agency. How can I help you?”


“Oh, thanks for calling. I wanted to talk to that Ranger Blackmore—the one I saw on TV a couple of times. I thought he would be the one who could help me.”


“He’s out of state right now, Miss, and I’m covering his calls. You can tell me what the problem is. We work together.”


“Okay. Will you tell him?”


“Sure will,” said Farrell.


“My sister, Sylvie, took her car—it’s an old Jeep Liberty that needs work—anyway, she took it to the garage. The one down in Sonora, and… and… she never came back.”


“When was this ma’am? When did she take her Jeep in?”


“Day before yesterday. Wednesday.”


Shit. Too long already.


“Did you report it to your local sheriff’s office?”


“Uh huh. I called Wednesday night when she didn’t come back and the deputy on duty said he’d look into it. Then I called yesterday and again this morning, and they told me to be patient, they were working on it.”


“Uh huh. What was the name of the garage in Sonora, Miss?”


“Twin Auto.”


Farrell wrote it down. “Is that the garage she usually went to?”


“No. Always before she went back to the Jeep dealership, but her warranty expired because it was a second-hand vehicle, and she heard this garage in Sonora was reasonable, so she thought she’d try them.”


“Uh huh. Makes sense.”


The girl on the other end of the line was quietly crying and Farrell felt bad for her. “Why don’t I give Twin Auto a call, see what they have to say, and I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”


“Would you? I called them myself and they said Sylvie’s car was ready to be picked up. They wanted to know when Sylvie would be coming to get it.”


Huh.


Farrell looked up the number for Twin Auto in Sonora on his phone and called.


A guy answered on the first ring and barked out the words in a deep voice. “Twin Auto. Jeff speaking.”


“Hey, Jeff, this is Ranger Donovan calling about Sylvie Dennison. I understand she brought her Jeep in to be fixed on Wednesday.”


“Yep. Sway bars. All fixed. Waiting for her to come get it.”


“Did you talk to her when she brought the Jeep in?”


“Umm… don’t think it was me. Could have been Joey or one of the mechanics.”


“Is Joey there?”


“Yep. Hang on.”


A couple minutes later Joey came on the line sounding exactly like Jeff. “Joey Golden. My brother said you were from the cops?”


“Uh huh. Just wondering if you were the one who talked to Sylvie Dennison when she brought her car in on Wednesday?”


“Yep. I signed her in. Sway bars, I think.”


“Did she say where she was going while her Jeep was being fixed?”


“Why? She gone AWOL? We’re waiting on her to pick up her vehicle.” He sounded impatient and avoided the question.


“So… she had another plan and didn’t wait for the Jeep?”


“Dropped it off and that was the only time I seen her.”


“Okay, thanks for your time, Joey.”


“No problem. Always happy to help the cops.”


Farrell pressed end. “Fuck, this stinks.”


“What stinks?” asked Travis. The rest of the crew was right behind him checking out for the day.


“Got a girl out in the boonies calling us. Her sister went missing.”


“A new case?” asked Carlos.


“Not yet,” said Farrell, “but it might be. I’ll check it out with Jesse or Blacky before I move on it.”


Farrell’s phone rang on the table. “Boss is calling now.” Farrell picked it up. “Tell me the good news first.”


“Misty woke up. Now that she’s awake, her doctor took her for new tests. I’m sitting in the cafeteria waiting.”


“Great news. I guess her mother was right about the date.”


“Seems like it.”


“You sound weird,” said Farrell. “Something else wrong?”


“Yeah, Doctor Lee Chang told us this morning there were going to be problems. But I don’t know what they are yet.”


“Bring her home. We can cope,” said Farrell. “Don’t matter what’s wrong. We got doctors in Austin.”


“I’m making calls now for private nursing,” said Blacky.


Farrell filled him in on Sylvie Dennison missing out in Bluebonnet.


“I should be home tomorrow or Sunday. We’re between cases so check it out with the local sheriff or run it by Jesse if you want to pursue it.”


“Maybe I will. Be better than sitting on my ass.”


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


THRILLED that her daughter was awake, Mrs. LeJeune left the hospital to have dinner with friends in New Orleans and celebrate. She had commitments in Lily Dale and had to leave for New York State the following day.


An orderly brought Misty back from her tests and helped a nurse transfer her to her bed and make her comfortable. While this was going on, Blaine waited in the corridor. He’d smoked a whole pack of Marlborough’s waiting for the tests to be completed, then because he was outside in the smoking area he’d missed speaking to Doctor Lee Chang. That little piece of shit timing turned him into a stressed out train wreck. His talk to the doctor would have to wait until morning. Stress was catching up with him. He needed a break from the waiting and worrying and he wanted a Corona and a steak.


“You can go in now, Ranger Blackmore,” said the nurse. “She’s all set.”


He walked into the room and was surprised to see Misty sitting up smiling at him. “Hey, you look better. How were the tests?”


No response. Just the same smile.


“Misty?” He sat in the chair beside the bed. “Misty, can you say something?”


The smile vanished, and she stared at him. He could read anger in her blue eyes.


Trays clattered outside the door and a kitchen helper brought a tray in and set it on the mobile table in front of Misty.


She showed Blaine the card. “Soft diet ordered by her doctor.”


“Uh huh. She hasn’t eaten solid food for a few weeks.”


The woman left the tray and Blaine removed the lid. “Do you need help with your dinner, sweetheart?”


Misty lifted her arm and tried to reach for the fork, but she couldn’t do it.


“Let me help you.” Blaine put the fork in her hand and pushed the table closer.


Misty tried to direct the fork towards the poached eggs but her hand flopped down on the white blanket.


“I can feed you,” said Blaine.


Misty shook her head and jerked the fork away from Blaine as he reached for it. She sat for several seconds staring at the fork and then at the tray. An almost inaudible growl came from Misty’s throat and a couple seconds later the food tray flew across the room and smashed into the door with a loud crash.


 Blaine’s eyes widened. “Wow, Mist, that was impressive.” He smiled at her and she reached for his hand.


“You don’t like poached eggs?”


 





 




CHAPTER TWO


Saturday. May 2nd.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL sat on the back porch of the old Victorian three-storey relic that his foster brother had renovated and now called home. The house was too big and Blacky had decided there was plenty of room for a couple of offices on the main floor. It had been a good move.


The crew liked working out of the house. Coffee was always on and Carmelita was a fixture in the kitchen cooking up a storm and feeding them all their favorites.


When he finished his smoke, Farrell whistled for the dogs. Lexi was a huge black Newfoundlander that Blacky rescued from the pound in Giddings and Hoodoo belonged to Misty. A gorgeous Bernese Mountain Dog.


Farrell had been thinking about the girl out in Bluebonnet ever since she called and wondered if he should drive out there and talk to the county sheriff. Nothing much was going on here at the Agency and it was the weekend. He picked up his cell and called Jesse.


“Hey, Farrell. Heard the news about Misty. She woke up right on schedule.”


“Blacky’s happy. Says he’ll be back soon. Maybe tomorrow.”


“Things quiet in the city?”


“Nice and quiet. No new cases, at least for now. I want to run something by you.” Farrell told him the details of the missing girl.


“Uh huh. Sounds weird, don’t it?” Jesse was always in favor of helping a damsel in distress.


“Blacky said to go talk to the sheriff out there if I wanted to. I might drive out to Sonora and nose around. Got nothing happening today.”


“Sure,” said Jesse, “and let me know if we need to dig deeper. I’ll give you a hand.”


“Thanks, boss.”


 


Rankin County. Texas.


FARRELL gassed up his red Silverado and headed down the I-35 to catch route 290. He’d cut cross country and pick up the I-10 and miss San Antone altogether. More relaxing drive with a lot less traffic. He shoved Annie’s CD into the slot and lowered the windows. It was already cooking hot in south Texas, and it was only the second day of May.


He’d called Avery Dennison and told her he was coming. He’d hit the Rankin County Sheriff’s Office first outside of Eldorado, then go find her in Bluebonnet. On his way back to the interstate, he’d go to Twin Auto and see what those boys were all about. Somewhere inbetween there he’d get some lunch and a brew if he saw a good barbeque place.


At ten-thirty, he parked in front of the county sheriff’s office on route 277 outside of Eldorado and went inside. He paused at the duty officer out front and showed his creds. “Hey, there. I was wondering if the sheriff was working today?”


“It’s the weekend, Ranger Donovan, and the sheriff ain’t here, but Matt’s here and he can probably help you with whatever.”


“Thanks.” Farrell stood at the front of the office and glanced around. The building was old, red brick two storey, but the inside had been updated. A dozen desks, a few filing cabinets lining the back wall, and a hallway leading to two or three private offices.


He stood and waited, and a deputy in uniform strolled out of the back and came towards him with a big smile on his face. “Hey, you Dead-eye Donovan out of Austin?” The big guy stuck out a hand and Farrell shook it. “Always wanted to meet you, buddy. Come on back and tell me your troubles.”


I ain’t your buddy.


Farrell faked a smile and followed down the hall and into the sheriff’s office. This guy, Deputy Matt Singleton, must be acting while the sheriff was off. Farrell disliked the asshole right away. Heavy build with his brown curly hair hanging in his brown eyes, the guy walked with a swagger that would get him killed in seconds in the wrong part of the city.


“What can we do for the Violent Crime Team here in Rankin County? We’ve got a peaceful little piece of Texas here and we like to keep it that way.” He chuckled as if it was all his own doing.


“You had a request from a Miss Avery Dennison about her missing sister a couple of days ago?”


“Did we? Things have been hectic with the spring fair on in Eldorado n’all.” Matt turned on the sheriff’s computer and did some typing. “What day was it?”


“Wednesday evening, I believe,” said Farrell, “and Miss Dennison said she’d called a couple times since then.”


“Don’t see nothing here, but then we get a lot of calls that are just that—calls about nothing.”


“How can it be nothing if her sister’s been gone three days?”


“Hey, don’t get all snarky with me Mr. Dead-eye Donovan. Could be any number of reasons and nothing to do with law enforcement. Get my meaning?”


Fuming and itching to plant a fist in Matt’s miserable face, Farrell stood up and leaned on the desk. “Tell me what steps you took to find her sister.”


Matt shrugged. “Hey, I don’t know. It wasn’t assigned to me.”


“Who was it assigned to?”


“Can’t tell you that. Nothing in the computer.”


“Give me the sheriff’s home number.”


“No fuckin way. You won’t get that out of me on his day off.”


“Forget it. I’ll get it myself.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


SUPER PISSED at the dickwad deputy, Farrell jumped in his truck and punched Bluebonnet into the GPS. He followed the navigator babe’s directions and drove west then north, then west again. He thought for sure he was lost, swore at Lola or whatever her name was a couple of times, then she came through for him. He was there.


Welcome to Bluebonnet, the sign said in big blue letters with blue flowers scattered all over the white sign. The main street of Bluebonnet was two blocks long, if you could call them blocks. The first block was occupied by a small grocery store with signs for an ATM and cold beer. Next to the store was a barber shop. A diner with a neon ‘open’ sign in the window was on the other side of the street. One car parked at the curb.


The second block had a hardware store that filled up one side of the street and opposite was an old two-storey brick building with the store fronts boarded up and an apartment for rent upstairs. Farrell drove through the village and the last business offering was a gas station with a convenience store attached.


He pulled into the parking area in front of the store and went inside. “I’m trying to find Avery Dennison,” he said to the girl at the front counter. “Do you know where she lives?”


“Sure do.” She stood up and pointed. “Go back one block and take a left. She lives in the little trailer park past the ball diamond, next to the river.”


“Thanks a lot… Sandy.” Farrell read her name tag.


“No problem. You need gas or anything?”


“I’ll get a fill-up as soon as I’m done talking to Miss Dennison.”


“This about Sylvie?” asked Sandy. “I think she just run off, you ask me.” She giggled. “But you didn’t.”


No, I didn’t.


Farrell turned, went back one block and found the road that led past the ball park. A wooded lot came up on the right side of the road and a sign at the gate said Bluebonnet Gardens. Farrell stopped inside the gate and made a call. “Miss Dennison, this is Ranger Farrell Donovan. I’m here at y’all’s trailer park and I wonder if you could tell me which trailer belongs to you.”


Avery gave a little squeal. “Oh, I’m so happy that you came all this way. Number six on Indian Flower.”


Once around was more than enough to sort through the flowery street names and Farrell found the trailer. He parked in the drive and shut off the engine. A neat white trailer with a little fence out front surrounding a flower bed full of purple pansies. He stood on the step and knocked on the door.


The door opened wide, and Farrell couldn’t have been more surprised. A tall, tanned girl with long blonde hair stood smiling at him. Gorgeous was the thought that filled his head. Her denim cut-offs showcased long muscular legs and her black tank top barely held her considerable upper assets.


My God a ten out here in Bluebonnet. Who woulda thought?


Temporarily tongue-tied, and in lieu of speaking, he held up his creds. She nodded and motioned him inside.


“I’ll get you some sweet tea. That was a long drive for you… you… what should I call you? Ranger or Deputy?”


“Call me Farrell,” he drawled.


“What a cute name,” she smiled, and he melted into the chair she pointed at.


Pictures were spread out on the table and he presumed she was looking for a good one of her sister. “This is your sister?”


“I was looking for one that was more recent. Like after she had her baby.”


“She has a baby?”


Farrell hadn’t heard a baby cry. He gazed down the short hallway of the spotless little trailer and thought the baby must be a sound sleeper.


“Uh huh. He’s here. That’s why I know she wouldn’t run off. She wouldn’t want to go anywhere without Diego.”


“Does Diego have a father?”


“He did.” Avery nodded and teared up. “Diego and Sylvie were going to get married when he came back from his tour in Afghan, but he didn’t come back. That’s when Syl moved out of Sonora and came to stay with me. She named the baby after his father.” Avery’s voice cracked, and she tried not to cry.  “Syl was so sad.”


“I bet.” Farrell stared at the pictures and compared the sisters. Sylvie looked nothing like Avery. Tall with long dark hair. Pretty in her own way, but a total opposite of her sister.


“Did you talk to Ranger Blackmore about helping me find her?” Avery set two glasses of sweet tea with lots of ice on the table and placed a napkin at Farrell’s elbow.


When she came close, Farrell inhaled a whiff of her perfume and felt a little dizzy. “Uh huh. I did, and I’ve been to the sheriff’s office. They had no record of you calling.”


“Bullcrap.” Avery stamped her foot and Farrell wanted to smile. “I’ve called there at least four times. Are they brain dead?”


“They seem to be,” said Farrell. “Uh huh.”


Avery smiled. “Can you say that about other cops?”


“Yes, ma’am. I say anything I feel like sayin. Not sayin its always polite neither.”


“I like you, Farrell.”


Farrell felt heat inside him and he tried to ignore it. “Did your sister work somewhere?”


“She worked at the diner in town in the evenings when I was here to watch Diego. I work days at a ranch down the road. I exercise horses and muck out stalls.”


“Right.” Farrell kept his eyes down and made notes of everything. He took a sip of his sweet tea and it cooled him down a little. Not enough. Being this close to Avery made him feel… crazy happy. Nothing he’d ever felt with Mary. This was different.


“All that’s left to do now is interview the guys at the garage,” said Farrell. “I talked to both of them on the phone, but I’ll drop in there on my way home and see what else I can find out.”


“Did they give you a clue?”


“Nope. What I can do if you’re comfortable with it, is have your sister’s Jeep towed to my forensics garage and have the techs go over it.”


Avery sucked in a little breath. “Like… looking for blood?” she asked in a whisper.


“Not necessarily blood. Possibly evidence of someone else being in the vehicle.”


“Oh, right. That too.” She nodded. “Sure, that would be something at least.”


Farrell stood up and wondered why he didn’t want to leave. He could happily spend the rest of his life in this little trailer talking to Avery Dennison.


What the hell is wrong with you?


 


Sonora. Texas.


TWIN AUTO was closed for lunch between twelve and one. Farrell arrived at twelve thirty, read the sign, then cruised down the highway looking for the closest barbeque place.


He had a great lunch and a couple of drafts at a place called The Pit Stop. All during lunch he couldn’t stop thinking about Avery Dennison and wondering if she had a boyfriend.


Why wouldn’t a girl that hot have a boyfriend? Or ten? Remembering how great she smelled made him hard.


Jesus, man. You don’t get like this over girls.


Stop thinking about her he told himself and get to work. At a quarter after one he arrived back at Twin Auto. The open sign was in the window and the door was unlocked. He walked through the parts and service door and came face to face with a husky guy with a day’s ginger scruff on his face. His black polo shirt said Twin Auto on the right side and Jeff on the pocket.


“Hey, Jeff, I’m Ranger Farrell Donovan. We spoke on the phone.”


“Are you sure you didn’t talk to Joey?”


“I talked to both of you about Sylvie Dennison’s Jeep.”


“Yep, now I remember. Did you come to pay for it?”


“How much is it?”


“Let me see.” He fumbled through a pile of work orders on a clipboard and pulled one out. “Three and a quarter.”


“Yeah, sure.” Farrell slapped down his credit card and watched Jeff run it through.


I’m getting a vibe off this guy.


Farrell sat in his truck in the parking lot with the key to Sylvie’s Jeep in his hand. He called the forensics garage in Austin for a tow and decided to wait for the tow truck. If there was something going on, he didn’t want either one of the Golden boys messing with the Jeep before the techs got it.


He called Jesse and gave him an update.


“The missing woman had a child?” asked Jesse.


“Avery said her sister would never go off and leave her baby boy. His name is Diego.”


“Yeah, I can relate to that. Let’s see what we get off the Jeep. We might have to put surveillance on the garage brothers. It’s the last place she was seen.”


“They’re twins, boss. Creepy vibes coming off the one.”


“And the sheriff’s office was no help?”


“They said there was no record of Avery calling.”


“That’s weird. They must be disorganized. Okay, we better help her.”


Farrell’s next call was to Travis and he picked up on the second ring. “Hey, partner, Lil said you went out of town on a call-in. Didn’t know we did that.”


“We don’t, but I wasn’t busy, and I ran it by Jesse and he okayed it.”


“Is it gonna be something?”


“I think so and I could use you tonight. I need surveillance on twin brothers who run a garage.”


“Sounds fun. I’ll bring the unit. Where can I find you?”


“As soon as impound takes the missing girl’s Jeep to our garage I’ll head to the Hampton Inn and get us a room and some brewskis.”


“I’ll gas up the unit and get going. I hate the fuckin weekends when I have nothing to do.”


 


FARRELL checked into the Hampton Inn with no luggage other than a bag of snacks from the convenience store and a dozen cans of Lone Star. He opened the drapes and settled into his room on the second floor.


After a quick trip to the bathroom, he sat in the one easy chair by the window and called Avery Dennison. His heart thumped in his chest as he waited for her to answer.


Don’t get all crazy over a woman you can’t have.


“Hi, Farrell,” she said, and he started to sweat.


Get it together.


“Hi, Miss Avery. Just calling with an update. I had the Jeep towed to Austin to the forensics garage and I decided to stay another day to see what I could find out. Another member of my crew will be joining me in a couple of hours.”


“Thank you so much for doing something, Farrell. Did they let you have the Jeep, or did you have to pay the bill first?”


Smart girl.


“Umm… I had to pay for it, but don’t worry about it.”


“No. I’ll pay for it next time I see you. I can’t let you do that.”


I’m going to see her again.


He could hear Diego in the background.


“I found a better picture of Sylvie, but it needs to be enlarged. Would you have time to pick it up or should I bring it to you?”


“I’m waiting for my partner, but if you can drive into Sonora with the picture, I’ll take you for dinner. Be my pleasure.”


“Oh, Farrell, you are so nice.”


He could hear the ‘for a cop’ on the end of the sentence, but she didn’t say it. “Do you know where The Hampton Inn is?”


“Sure.”


“I’m in room two twelve.”


“I’ll call from the lobby when I get there.”


Farrell grinned as he ended the call.


Cautious. I like that.


“This day is getting better and better,” he mumbled to himself. He scrolled to the office number, then remembered it was Saturday and Lil wasn’t working. He called her cell instead.


“Hey, Farrell, did you talk to the Bluebonnet girl?”


“I’m there now—well in Sonora at the Hampton Inn. If you have time could you dig up what you can on Jeff and Joey Golden. They run a garage called Twin Auto in Sonora. Anything you can give me. If they have priors or home addresses would be good too.”


“You getting vibes from them?”


“Only met the one in person—Jeff—and he creeped me out. I sent the girl’s Jeep to our garage. Let me know if Sue calls.”


Lily giggled. “She won’t call me. She’ll call your cell, super stud.”


“Jeeze, Lil, don’t say that.”


Lily giggled. “Sue has it bad.”


Farrell smiled as he ended the call. He stripped down, showered and put the same clothes back on. He tried to straighten his crazy blond hair with his hand and nothing helped.


Wish I had a toothbrush.


“I should have told Travis to bring me a change of clothes and my shaving stuff. Fuck it. I’ll buy a razor if I have to.”


His cell signaled a text and he thought it was Travis.


“I’m downstairs in the lobby.”


She’s here. “Why the hell am I nervous?”


“Be right down.”


He dashed back into the bathroom for another look in the mirror. “Shit, I never looked worse.”


 


THE ELEVATOR doors opened on the marble floor of the lobby, and Farrell crossed in front of the registration desk to where Avery was seated. Trying to appear relaxed and casual he was probably coming across as a complete jackass. He sat in the chair across from her and stared. Nobody had ever looked better in jeans and a t-shirt. Nope. Nobody. “Hi.”


Avery smiled. “You were staring at me.”


“Sorry. Can’t help it. You are so gorgeous.”


“Thanks.” She held out a brown envelope. “I got this picture enlarged on the way here.”


“Good, that will help. I’ll send a copy to the office and have Lil circulate it.”


“I was thinking about what you said while I was driving down and I wondered why you needed another person?”


“Umm… Travis is a surveillance specialist and I want him to do a couple things for me.”


“Are you like almost the boss when Ranger Blackmore isn’t around?”


Farrell laughed. “Sure. Almost is good. Blacky is my brother.”


“Oh, I didn’t know that. I saw him on TV and you don’t look like him.”


“My foster brother. We both have the same Mom.”


Why am I telling her this? I never talk about myself.


Farrell was saved from blabbing more about his secret self by the arrival of Travis. The big former Marine blasted through the front doors of the hotel and strode over to them. “Howdy, ma’am. I’m Deputy Travis Bristol, at your service.”


Farrell had never been jealous before in his life, but he was now. It was a sure thing and he didn’t like the feeling one bit. “I promised Miss Avery dinner if she drove the picture of her sister into town.”


“I could eat,” said Travis, “and a beer wouldn’t hurt.”


“Do you have any favorite spots to eat in Sonora?” asked Farrell as they walked to the truck.


“I’m not sure. I don’t eat out much.”


“Oh, right,” said Farrell. “Who’s watching the baby?”


“My mother. She watches him when I’m at work too.”


Farrell gave Avery a hand into the red Silverado and closed her door. Travis winked at him and jumped in the back seat. “How about Chili’s? I saw one earlier.”


“Fine for me,” said Avery.


“Me too,” said Travis. “Anywhere is good as long as they have cold beer.”


 


AT MIDNIGHT, Twin Auto was all in darkness and locked up tight. Not even a security light left on. Farrell parked behind the garage in a line of vehicles waiting there for service.


“I won’t be long,” said Travis. “In and out.”


“Don’t set off the alarm,” said Farrell.


“As if.”






 




CHAPTER THREE


Sunday, May 3rd.


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


BLAINE left the Fairfax Inn at ten for his appointment with Doctor Lee Chang. He wanted to have Misty released so he could take her home and look after her until she regained anything that she was going to regain. She couldn’t talk or was choosing not to—that was evident—but that might change. She could smash dishes against the wall with a thought and that was new… and breathtaking. Anything else that came up, he could handle. He was sure of it. He loved Misty and he wanted her to come home.


With a positive attitude he entered Doctor Lee Chang’s office and sat down. “Good morning, Doctor. Have you had a chance to examine Misty this morning?”


“I have, and I find her case fascinating. I’d like to keep her here for a few more weeks to conduct some in depth testing. Miss LeJeune is a unique patient and I’d love to write a paper on her progress.”


Blaine shook his head without giving the request a second thought. “No. I have to get back to work. I’m going back to Austin and taking Misty with me. I’ve already arranged for private nursing care.”


Doctor Lee Chang raised a dark eyebrow and didn’t seem pleased. His voice took on a defensive tone. “Perhaps we should let Miss LeJeune decide for herself. After all, she is an adult.”


“Okay then,” said Blaine. He tried to keep the frost out of his voice but failed miserably. “That’s what we’ll do.”


The doctor accompanied Blaine to Misty’s room. The bed was propped up and she was watching the little TV above her bed. Blaine sat down in the guest chair and she turned her head to focus on him. “I want to book a flight for later today, Mist, to take you home, but the doctor wants you to stay longer for more testing. It’s up to you to decide what you want to do.”


Misty picked up the pad and pen she’d been using to communicate with the nursing staff and wrote quickly.


Je rentre a la maison.


Blaine passed the note to the doctor and he stared at it, his eyes wide. “This is in French. Did Miss LeJeune speak French before her injury?”


“I don’t know. She speaks Cajun and Spanish, but I never heard her speaking French. That doesn’t mean she isn’t fluent in the language. Misty is a smart girl.”


“All the more intriguing. I wish she’d reconsider staying longer.”


“Perhaps you could visit her from time to time in Austin,” said Blaine, “and catch up on her progress.”


“Thank you, Ranger Blackmore. I’m happy to have that option open to me.”


 


Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


BLAINE checked out of the Fairfax Inn and said goodbye to Miss Thibodeux, the lovely senior lady who owned it.


“Give my best to Misty, dear, and wish her a speedy recovery.”


“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll do that.”


He carried his bag outside the bed and breakfast and waited for the van he’d hired to take Misty to the plane. She hadn’t walked yet, and Doctor Lee Chang wasn’t sure she ever would. Blaine was confident Misty would walk when she was ready to walk. It was her nature to let things take their natural course. He’d learned things from her about nature and energy, but he wished a bit more of her patience would rub off.


The driver parked in front of the hospital and Blaine hopped out. “Wait here until I get her,” said Blaine.


“No, I’ll help with the patient. It’s what I’m paid for.” The van driver was young, possibly the same age as Blaine, maybe twenty-three or so. Tall, blond and muscular. He probably did a lot of lifting in a day. Pushing the wheelchair, he followed Blaine to the elevator and up to Misty’s room.


Misty was dressed and sitting in the easy chair when they arrived. She smiled at Blaine and he leaned down and kissed her. She reached her arm up behind his head and held him close for a long passionate kiss.


Blaine smiled when she let him go. “You’re feeling better today.” Blaine pointed to the attendant standing with the wheelchair. “This is Jake and he’s going to get you to the plane.”


Blaine stepped out of the way and Jake effortlessly transferred Misty out of the chair she was in into the wheelchair.


“I’ll grab her bag,” said Blaine.


Getting Misty into the charter was almost as easy except for the steps. Jake insisted on carrying her while Blaine took care of the luggage. When Misty was safely buckled into her seat, Blaine walked Jake to the door of the plane and tipped him large. “Thanks, so much. You made that easy for me.”


“Take care of your pretty lady.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


TWIN AUTO was closed on Sundays, so Travis and Farrell checked out the home address Lily had found for the Golden boys. A couple of wrong turns on the way out of town and they found county road four.


“I can’t believe they came up squeaky clean,” said Farrell, “I coulda sworn there was something when I was near the one called Jeff.”


“Maybe there is, partner, and they didn’t get caught yet.”


“Only thing in their name is the garage. No residence. The only other Golden in Sonora is where we’re headed. A hundred acre farm in the name of a Gareth Golden.”


“Could be their old man,” said Travis.


Farrell cruised county road four until they found the mailbox at the end of the lane. “Gareth Golden. That’s it back in there.”


“Lot of trees out front,” said Travis. “A long way from the road if I’m running.”


“Hey, your legs are better than mine,” said Farrell. His hand found its way to the snake bite scar on his calf.


“I’ll give it a try tonight.”


 


Austin. Texas.


THE CHARTER touched down at Austin-Bergstrom and Blaine felt relief flood through him. He’d been away too long. Way too long, but it was necessary. He couldn’t leave Misty by herself in a New Orleans hospital. It wasn’t right.


He’d called Annie before leaving New Orleans, asking her to pick them up and he could see her truck next to the terminal from the little plane window. She had a wheelchair at the ranch she was loaning him until Misty was up and around.


Misty slept the whole way and Blaine tried to rouse her. “We’re home, Mist. Wake up.”


Misty opened her eyes, looked around and appeared to be terrified. She made the little growling noise and her seat belt snapped undone.


“Good one, sweetheart. Wish I could do that.” He picked her up and carried her to the stairs.


By the time Blaine reached Annie at the bottom of the short flight of stairs, he was winded.


I need to work out every day if I’m going to be lifting her.


“Hey, Mom, I’ll hug you in a minute.” Blaine set Misty in the chair and Annie leaned down and hugged her.


“How was your flight?” Annie asked Misty.


Misty smiled.


Once they were rolling through Austin, Blaine asked, “Were you able to find a private nurse who could start today?”


Annie shook her head. “No. Nobody could start without being booked in advance, but I sent Declan to your place this morning. He doesn’t have a patient at the moment and he’s eager to work.”


“Sure, Mom. That’s fine. I’d rather have somebody Misty knows anyway. She’s had a hard enough time of it.”


Annie turned her head and spoke to Misty across the console. “If I can be of any help to you, honey. I know what its like to cope with a head injury—the confusion and the headaches. I do it every day.”


Sometimes I forget that Mom is a brain injury person, she functions so well. Well… except for some of the choices she’s made in the past.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


DECLAN O’CONNOR, the medic from Annie’s ranch, sat on the front porch steps waiting for their arrival. He was a handsome Irishman in his early forties who’d come to work for Annie at Coulter-Ross several years before and never left. He strode down to meet them as Annie parked the truck.


Declan skillfully whipped the wheelchair out of the load bed and waited beside the passenger door to help Misty down. “I’ve got her. How are you, darlin? Haven’t seen your beautiful face for a while.”


Misty smiled and winked at him.


“There we go. We’re home free now.”


Blaine eyed the wide front steps and wondered if Misty wasn’t walking just for the short term or if he’d need a ramp. He helped Dec lift Misty, chair and all onto the porch. Carm held the front door open as she wiped tears away with her white apron. Once Misty was in the foyer, Blaine stopped and gave Carm a long hug. “I missed you so much, mi Corazon.”


After a round of hugs, Declan settled Misty in the front parlor with her favorite Tarot deck and a cold drink.


“You okay there, sweetheart?” asked Blaine. “I’ve got to catch up with the boys.”


She nodded and tried to say something, and Blaine ran for his legal pad and a pen.


Hoo


Blaine grinned. “I’ll get the dogs. They must be in the yard.” He opened the back door and Hoodoo instantly knew Misty was home. He bounced and yelped and ran straight through the house to the front parlor.


Misty had tears in her blue eyes as she held tight to the neck of the big Bernese. She buried her face in his fur.


 


WITH Declan and Carm fussing over Misty, Blaine kissed Annie goodbye and took a mug of coffee into the office. The first call he made was to Farrell. “What’s happening, bro. I’m home at last.”


“So glad you’re back, bro. How’s Misty?”  


“Okay, she’s okay.”


“Uh huh. I can tell there’s more, but I’ll wait on that until I see her. I had to go to Walmart and get a change of clothes, a toothbrush and some shaving stuff. I didn’t realize I wasn’t coming back for a couple of days.”


“So… there is something?”


“Yeah, I can feel it. Met the one twin mechanic and he was a creeper. Only talked to the clone on the phone. I had Travis drive out here and we’re working tonight. Nothing solid yet, but Avery came up with a decent picture of her sister and I sent it to Lil.”


“Let me know if you guys need anything and I’ll send Luke tomorrow.”


“Umm… can you dig deeper for me? Lil did it and said they were squeaky.”


“Sure thing. Give it to me again.”


“Jeff and Joey Golden. Twin Auto in Sonora.”


“Yep, I’m on it.”


“There’s more,” said Farrell. “I’d bet my left nut on it.”


If Farrell thinks there’s more, then there is.


 


Sonora. Texas.


AFTER MIDNIGHT, Farrell and Travis drove out to the farm on county road four. Farrell doused the truck lights as they got closer and drove slowly by the property.


“There’s cows in that front field,” said Travis, “and that spells cowshit for me to step in.”


“Could happen,” said Farrell. “You can’t risk a light.”


“Keep going. I’ll come in from the next field over and hit the house from behind. Pick me up down the road a piece.”


“Yep. I’ve got you covered.”


Travis jumped out, ran through a grassy ditch and climbed the fence into the field next to the one filled with the herd of cattle. This was the longer way around but might be better in the end.


He was winded as he slowed down to a jog and approached the farmhouse from the back. A light was on in a room facing the back—could be the kitchen—but there were no vehicles in the driveway that he could see. He hoped nobody was home.


Dogs began barking. An outside light flicked on, the back door flew open and three hounds blasted out. That wasn’t all that blasted—the old guy running down the porch steps fired a couple of rounds from a shotgun in Travis’ direction. He had to run. There was nothing else for it.


Hope he can’t see me.


Halfway back to the truck the dogs were on him, snapping and snarling. It was so fucking dark he couldn’t see dickshit. Then the dogs yelped and turned tail.


“Head for the truck, partner,” hollered Farrell. “We’re out of here.”


Winded, Travis slumped into the passenger seat and took a few minutes to catch his breath. “What did you do to the dogs?”


“Tried out a spray I bought a while back. Doesn’t hurt them, but they hate the smell of it.”


 “Thanks,” said Travis. “They had me. One had hold of my jeans and ripped the leg.” He felt for blood. “I think I’ve got a couple of nips.”


“We’ll check it out at the hotel. We’ve had enough fun for tonight.”


 


Austin. Texas.


BLAINE spent time on his desk top after Misty and Carm were in bed and nothing obvious turned up on the Golden twins. On the surface they appeared to be model citizens. Their taxes were paid, the mortgage on the garage in Sonora was up to date. The farm in Gareth Golden’s name was paid for.


“I’ll approach it from another angle,” Blaine mumbled to himself. He ambled to the kitchen, got a Corona from the Sub-Zero and went back to work.


“Let’s see how many unsolved cases around that area involve missing girls.” He started by finding the surrounding sheriff’s offices within a twenty-mile grid. “I might have to go wider if I don’t find anything.”


It was three a.m. by the time he’d checked through the files of the first four sheriff’s offices. “Okay, that’s three girls already. I’ve got to get some sleep. Goddam that Farrell. He’s always right.”


Blaine stood up and yawned. “I’ll send Jesse out there in the morning.”






 




CHAPTER FOUR


Monday, May 4th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE MONDAY MORNING meeting was standard at the Agency. Catching up and keeping everybody in the loop. Carm was always on top of it with coffee and muffins or breakfast tacos. She loved being a necessary part of the team, and the boys showered her with praise. They loved to eat.


This morning, Blaine realized he needed the updates more than anybody, he’d been away for so long and missed so much. Luckily, they hadn’t been handed a new case while he was so involved with Misty, but the break in the action wouldn’t last. It never did.


Luke was first to arrive. A new addition to the Violent Crime Squad, Luke Hyslop, had come to them from Baton Rouge PD after a tragic accident had taken his wife and infant daughter. He needed a fresh start and Blaine offered him a position. Wiry and strong, Luke was a quiet guy, average height with long auburn hair and green eyes.


The dogs settled after Luke’s arrival, but not for long. Carlos Rios was next though the door. Always smiling and telling jokes in Spanish to Carm, Carlos had come from the gang squad in Laredo and was a great addition to the team. With a Latino complexion similar to Blaine’s, Carlos wore his hair much shorter. He was muscled up from long hours spent at the gym and he loved to work. Blaine like him a lot.


Jesse was last to arrive. He patted the dogs, said good morning to everyone and headed straight for the coffee pot.


“Hard night, boss?” asked Carlos.


“Might have had one Lone Star too many,” said Jesse. “Me, Ty and Paulie were watching a game.”


“Make any cash on the game?” asked Blaine.


“Shit, do I ever?”


“Paulie calls them,” said Blaine. “don’t know how he does it.”


“Fuck,” said Jesse as he sat down at the head of the table, “and once you fuckin lose, he never lets you forget it.”


Blaine snorted. The youngest Quantrall was pretty amusing. “I’ll get Mist to give me a winner and you can screw Paulie over.”


“Jesus, that’s a great idea,” said Jesse, “How’s she doing?”


“Better, and Dec’s here to help us out.”


“What’s the news from Farrell?”


“He’s deep into it, but he can’t get a toehold,” said Blaine. “I spent hours on the Golden twins and they are so fuckin clean it ain’t real.”


“How we gonna get them?” asked Jesse.


“Another way. I searched the surrounding sheriff’s offices for unsolved and came up with these three to start.” He handed out a printout of the cases.


Beth Farnsworth from Carterville near Ozona.


Emma McGrath from Big Creek on route 29.


Savana Young from Forest south on 277.


“These are cold?” asked Luke.


Blaine nodded. “Yep. Stone cold. The investigations turned up nothing.”


“Okay,” said Jesse. “I can see how this might work. What’s the next step?”


“You and Luke go talk to each of the sheriffs, pick up the murder books and tell them we’re reopening the investigations. I’ll talk to the Chief this morning and have him clear it.”


“Do you think there’s more unsolved out there?” asked Carlos.


“I do,” said Blaine. “I can feel it in my gut.”


“What if it ain’t the Golden boys?” asked Luke.


“Then we’ve got fresh eyes on the cases,” said Jesse, “and we’ll find whoever is responsible. These girls deserve justice.”


“Amen,” said Luke.


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL and Travis were filling their plates in the breakfast room at the Hampton Inn when Avery called.


“Morning, Miss Avery,” said Farrell. Travis winked at him and hurried to secure a table.


“Good morning, Farrell. I just called to thank you for dinner and to see if you found out anything else.”


“Umm… not as productive as we hoped, but more is being done. I can’t discuss it with you yet, but I can tell you the investigation is ramping up.”


“That sounds like more people are getting involved,” said Avery. “That might be a good thing. The more people looking for her make Sylvie’s chances better.”


I think she’s already dead. It’s been too long.


 Farrell sat down with Travis and ate waffles swimming in a lake of syrup.


“You’re liking Avery a lot, ain’t you partner?”


“Yeah, probably too much. I should back away from it.”


Travis shrugged. “Not if it feels right. Why should you?”


Farrell had no time to think of an answer before his cell rang again. “Jesse, what’s up?”


“Heading out there this morning. Where can we meet?”


“We’re staying at the Hampton Inn. Text me when you get close and we’ll meet for lunch and get organized.”


“Yeah, give me a couple hours.”


“Boss is on his way,” said Farrell.


“Now we’re cookin,” said Travis.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin. Texas.


CHIEF CALHOUN was busy at his desk when Blaine tapped on the door and stuck his head in. “Got a minute, Chief? Need to catch up on a couple things and run something new by you.”


“Blacky, thank God you’re back.”


Blaine chuckled. “Why did Austin fall apart without me?”


“Something like that.” The Chief took off his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed his blue eyes. “Do you know how many calls I’ve had from your red-headed Cat woman?”


“Damn her. Is she bothering you?” Blaine set the Starbuck’s container on the desk and pointed to a chair for Carlos.


“She said she couldn’t call you because you were pissed at her. Pissed over what she didn’t say, but knowing the woman like I do I wasn’t surprised.”


“What did she want from you?”


“Christ, what didn’t she want? Stokes wants her to support a bill—some project he’s working on—and she thinks its all wrong for Texas. She said you would know in an instant, but she couldn’t risk calling you. Did you make her cry again?”


Carlos grinned and sipped his coffee.


“Damn right. Know what she did?”


The Chief smiled, “No, but I’m dying to hear it.”


“She fucked around with Hilder and I had to fire him.”


The Chief sat open-mouthed for a moment then burst out laughing. “No way. Or should I say—no fucking way?”


“Way. I got rough with her—verbally rough. I ripped a wide strip off number one and set her straight.”


Carlos smiled.


The Chief was still laughing. “She’s running scared now.”


Blaine nodded. “I’ll do something about her later. Right now, we’ve got more important things on our plate.” He explained about Farrell’s case. “Jesse is on his way out there and I need you to call these three sheriff’s offices and tell them we’re taking the unsolved.” He pushed a printed page across the desk to the Chief. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more. I just haven’t had time to find them.”


“The sister’s been gone since last Wednesday?”


Blaine nodded.


“She might be dead,” said the Chief.


“Farrell knows it,” said Blaine.


“Think it’s a serial?”


“The unsolved go back four years,” said Blaine. “The most recent of the three I found was two years ago.”


“There must be newer ones,” said the Chief, “If the cases are related.”


“I’ve got to get back to the office and keep looking.”


The Chief picked up the list Blaine had given him. “I’ll phone these offices right now and clear the way for Jesse.”


“I’ll make the supreme sacrifice, Chief,” said Blaine. “I’ll call Cat and get her off your case.”


“I’m so glad you’re back,” said Calhoun.


 


Sonora. Texas.


JESSE AND LUKE met Travis and Farrell at Smokey’s, the barbeque place down the highway from the Hampton Inn.


“Hey, nice to see friendly faces way out here,” said Farrell.


“It’s not that far,” said Jesse, “and the Agency does cover the whole state of Texas.”


Travis finished his draft and told Jesse about his failed attempt to get a tag into the farmhouse. “We need something. Anything to warrant going into that house to see what’s going on.”


“Blacky is digging deeper,” said Farrell. “He’ll come up with something.”


“He wants the murder books picked up from three sheriff’s offices in the area,” said Travis. “Can we help you with that, boss?”


“Uh huh, sure,” said Jesse. “You guys take one each and be sure to talk to the detectives that conducted the investigation if you can. Might be helpful to get their impressions.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE sat hunched over his computer looking for more missing girls in the same area he’d found the others. Nothing was turning up and he was starting to think maybe there was nothing more.


There was a soft tap on the door, then Declan asked if Misty could come in.


“Course you can come in, sweetheart. Did you have breakfast?”


Declan nodded. “She did but didn’t eat much. She wants to come in here for some reason, but I can’t figure it out.”


“No problem.” Blaine stood up, walked over and took the wheelchair from Declan. “I’ll take her.”


“Call if you need me,” said Declan as he left the room.


Blaine knelt down in front of the wheelchair and took Misty’s hands in his. “Do you want to tell me something, sweetheart? Or do you just want to keep me company?”


She nodded.


Blaine kissed her, then parked the chair close to the desk so she could watch him work.


Something new every day.


 


Carterville. Texas.


JESSE DROVE ten miles outside of Sonora then south for a bit and arrived at the Carterville Sheriff’s Office. A tiny building at a crossroads with not more than a grocery store and a gas station and possibly a dozen houses if you counted the two mobile homes.


“Small town,” said Luke as they jumped out of the Range Rover and entered the compact cinderblock building.


A lady in uniform greeted them at the front desk. “Morning. You must be Ranger Quantrall. Sheriff Kachel is in his office. Let me show y’all where it is.”


“Thanks,” said Jesse. The building was so small the sheriff couldn’t be too far away from the front door.


His door was open, and he grinned as they walked in. “Have a seat. Glad to see y’all. Nothing much happens here in Carterville unless Lucy Tompkin’s cat goes missing and we mount an all-out search initiative.” Sheriff Kachel was a small man in a neatly pressed uniform, short dark hair and a thin moustache.


“Chief Calhoun filled you in on why we were coming to see y’all?” asked Jesse.


“Uh huh. A pleasant man to talk to,” said the sheriff, “and I’m more than pleased to give up an unsolved case. Only case of that nature I’ve ever had, and it plagued me when I couldn’t make head nor tail of it.” He had the binder sitting on the desk ready for them and pushed it towards Jesse.


“Ranger Blackmore is trying to relate your case to several others in the area to see if they have a common thread,” said Jesse, “and if they do, we might get somewhere.”


“Why are y’all interested after all this time?”


“A girl from Bluebonnet went missing this week and her sister called our office,” said Jesse. “One of my men did a preliminary and felt there was something to it.”


The sheriff tapped the cover of the binder with his pen. “I did the investigation myself and documented every scrap. I hope you find it useful.”


“Details are important,” said Jesse. “Are Beth Farnsworth’s parents still in the area?”


“They moved into Sonora a couple of years ago, but you might find them there. Nice folks. Devastated about their daughter.”


Jesse nodded. “They would be.”


I’d lose my mind if anybody took Charity.


 


Big Creek. Texas.


TRAVIS sat on a hard bench at the front of the Big Creek office waiting for the sheriff to finish a phone call.  A few minutes passed and a big fellow in a tan uniform came lumbering towards him with a hand extended.


“Deputy Bristol, pleased to see you. Come on back and we’ll get caught up.” To one of his deputies: Ruthie, get us some coffee would you, sugar?”


“Sure thing, Sheriff.” Ruthie hopped up and got to it.


Sheriff Corrigan sank into the big chair behind his desk and blew out a breath. Travis guessed he was winded from walking the length of the building. Probably no need for yearly physicals here in Big Creek.


“Nice of Chief Calhoun to let me know, y’all were prowling around on my turf. I could have took offence to it otherwise.”


“You’re adverse to a helping hand, sir?” asked Travis trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.


Corrigan chuckled. “Not really. Truth be told, there ain’t much to help with out here.”


“Did you manage to find the file on the cold case we’re interested in?” asked Travis.


“Sure. Ruthie found it for y’all. No problem. One thing we have time for is good records. Where the hell is she with our coffee?” He let out a bellow and she came running.


“Had to make a new pot, Chase. Be a minute.”


He winked at her. “Got that murder file for Deputy Bristol?”


“Uh huh. I’ll get it.”


“Were you the investigating officer on the case, Sheriff?”


“Nope. Happened before I arrived. The old sheriff that I replaced—old Fred Pearson—handled that investigation. He died of a coronary shortly afterward and I transferred here from El Paso.”


Ruthie returned with the binder and two mugs of fresh coffee.


“Thank you, ma’am,” said Travis.


“Aren’t you the best girl?” Corrigan leered at her and Travis wondered if the women working under Sheriff Corrigan had ever complained about sexual harassment.


Good thing Jesse ain’t here.


 


Forest. Texas.


FARRELL had been given the case handled by Forest Sheriff’s Office. Not far from Bluebonnet, but twenty miles east on route 29. It was the only building on the north side of the highway. Frame construction with a wide porch across the front and looked like it had been an old general store, once upon a time. The fenced property was surrounded on three sides by a grazing herd of cattle. Not longhorns like Jesse raised and not Angus like Annie had at home but some big husky rust-colored fellas. He’d have to ask Neil about the breed.


Inside, if it had been a store in a past life, there was nothing left of the shelves or the counter. Just a row of desks and a bigger desk near the back with the flags behind it. Over by the window was a coffee station and a water cooler.


“Sheriff Sayer is expecting me,” Farrell said to the girl in uniform sitting at the front desk. She turned her head and hollered to the Hispanic guy in the corner. “He’s here.”


 Sheriff Sayer was tall with black hair and dark eyes. He was clean shaven, and his uniform fit his slim body well. He crossed the room and welcomed Farrell with a handshake. “Talked to your Chief this morning, Ranger Donovan, and I think we’re all set for you.”


“Thanks,” said Farrell. He sat in the only chair in front of the Sheriff’s desk.


“I believe this is the unsolved case y’all are interested in. Savana Young. She lived on a farm not far from here. I did the investigation myself and it’s all in there.” He pushed the binder towards Farrell. “I documented everything.”


“That will make it a lot easier for us,” said Farrell. “Are her parents still living on the same farm?”


“I believe they are. Did you want to speak to them?”


“I should if I’m right here and they’re close by.”


“Chief Calhoun didn’t explain why y’all are interested in cold cases in this area, but if I had to guess, I’d say another girl has disappeared and y’all can’t find her.”


Farrell smiled. “You’d make a good detective, sir.”


Farrell left the Forest office and headed west on route 29 wondering if he had time to stop off and see Avery on the way back to Sonora. Mid-day, she’d be at work anyway. Mucking out stalls or whatever she did to stay so muscular and so goddam beautiful.


I guess I can’t visit her at work. Might get her fired.


His thoughts were interrupted by his cell. A glance at the screen told him it was the lab at DPS. “Hey, Sue. How’s my fav tech?”


“Farrell, you’re such a turn-on.”


Oh, fuck. I don’t want to turn her on.


“Got something for me?”


Shouldn’t have said that.


Sue giggled then told him. “Made somebody in the Jeep you sent to the garage. His prints were on the steering wheel and a few other places.”


“A well-known somebody?”


“Well-known in Sonora. He has a sheet. Benny Watson. Got a pen? This is his last known address.”


“Hang on.” Farrell pulled over to the shoulder and wrote everything down. “Thanks, tons, Sue. Gives me something to work with.”


“When are y’all coming back?”


“Not sure. Couple days maybe.”


“Can’t wait to see you.”


Fuck that.


He gave Jesse a quick call, told him about the lead, and Jesse told him to meet up at the barbeque place at twelve-thirty. Farrell checked the time and decided to put Savana Young’s parents on hold for the time being. He’d catch them later if there were questions.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


MISTY had tired of watching Blaine work and he’d transferred her to the leather sofa at the far end of the office and piled some paperbacks on the table near her. She was so silent it was unsettling.


Carm had come in and brought both of them sandwiches and hot drinks. Tea for Misty and fresh coffee for him.  Carm loved it when he worked at home. She told him so every day.


He’d spent the whole morning digging in and around Sonora hoping there was something more recent. Calhoun said if it was a serial, there had to be something newer than the cases they’d already uncovered. A girl gone missing between Sylvie Dennison and the cold cases. The Chief wasn’t the Chief for nothing and the man was a cop—tried and true.


Blaine tried another tack and found a story in the Sonora paper about a girl gone missing on New Year’s Eve. He was about to call Jesse when his phone lit up with a number that always put him on edge.


Shit. What does he want?


“Write this down, son.”


Blaine grabbed his yellow pad and started scribbling down the details.


“Okay, Carlos can start on that tomorrow morning, but he needs a partner. I’ll think of something. I’m talking to myself, Misty. Must be driving you crazy.”


She shook her blonde curls and smiled at him from across the room.


 


Sonora. Texas.


JESSE MET the rest of the crew at Smokey’s, the barbeque place they were all enjoying. The food was good, the beer was cold, and the staff didn’t seem to mind them hanging around.


All the murder books had been collected and they had a good start on their new investigation. Jesse ordered a round of Lone Star and started their little meeting after the boys placed their orders for steak sandwiches and onion rings. “Farrell got a new lead out of the victim’s Jeep and we’ll follow that one up. I haven’t talked to Blacky yet to see if we’re staying out here, or if we’re going to work on research in the office and commute back and forth when we have interviews to conduct.”


His cell rang, and he picked it up. “Here’s the big boss now.” The boys laughed knowing Jesse and Blaine were equal partners. “Hey, we were just talking about you.”


“Hope it was good,” said Blaine. “I found a more recent case out there of a girl gone missing. Her name is Lauren May Maxwell and the writeup was in the Sonora paper so I’m presuming Sonora PD will have the file. Go talk to them and if you have any trouble getting them to hand it over, I’ll have Calhoun call. I know the sheriff there, Dan Oxford, and he’s a nice guy, so there should be no problem.”


“Okay, more work, but a more recent case might put us on the right track,” said Jesse. “We’re on it. Anything else new?”


“We have a new assignment, but nothing I can’t handle until y’all get back.”


“I’m coming back now with the murder books,” said Jesse, “and I’ll work that end from home. I can’t be away another day from Charity. Travis and Luke will follow the lead while Farrell talks to the sheriff and gets details on our new girl. We’ll catch up when I get back.”


 


TRAVIS parked in front of Twin Auto. He and Luke had worked out a little plan. If it worked, fine, if not—try something else.


Travis took the lead, swaggered into the garage through the open overhead door and looked around.


A heavy-set dude in navy coveralls left the job he was doing and strode over to him. “Help you with something?” He wiped big greasy hands on a filthy rag while he talked.


“Sure can,” said Travis giving him a grin and holding up his creds. “Need to talk to one of your mechanics. Benny Watson around?”


“Fraid not. We had to let him go. Personality conflict.”


He volunteers a reason before I even ask.


“When was he terminated?” asked Travis.


“Last Friday.”


“Got a home address for him?”


“Sure do.” The big guy grinned like he was hitting on all eight. “Let me get that for you. Come on into the office.”


The identical twin stood behind the parts counter grinning just like his brother. “Y’all help yourselves to coffee.” He pointed at Luke.


“Thanks, think I will have a cup.” Luke ambled over to the tiny coffee station, fiddled around with the cream carton, dropped the sugar spoon, bent down and picked it up. He wiped the spoon off on his shirt tail and stirred his coffee. Luke let out a sigh and sank down into one of the vinyl chairs. He sipped the too-strong coffee and waited for Travis to finish getting Benny Watson’s details that they already had.


“Ready partner?” asked Travis and opened the door for Luke.


Luke gave a little wave to the twins and said, “Thank y’all for the coffee.”


“Get it done?” asked Travis.


“Yep, it’s done,” said Luke, “See those fat boys sweat?”


“Uh huh. Sure did. Let’s go see why Benny Watson got canned.”


 


FARRELL called ahead to the Maxwell residence and Mrs. Maxwell was waiting for him with a pitcher of ice cold sweet tea and a plate of homemade molasses cookies.


“Sit in here, Ranger Donovan.” Mrs. Maxwell pointed to a neat and tidy living room to the right of the main entrance. “I’m so happy that the Violent Crime Team has taken this on. You have no idea what the waiting is like. Day after day I hope for something to happen. Even though I know Lauren isn’t coming back after all this time, her disappearance should be solved, and the guilty person should be punished.”


“That’s true, ma’am. We’ll do our best to reach a conclusion for y’all, and I’m truly sorry for your loss.”


“I called my husband at work and told him the case was being handed off to Ranger Blackmore and his team, and he couldn’t have been more pleased.”


“We have the file,” said Farrell, “but it would be helpful if you could give me any details that y’all might have thought of since you made your statements. It wasn’t in the file, but did y’all know the person Lauren was seeing on New Year’s Eve?”


“Like I told the sheriff’s office, Lauren said it was a party and she didn’t have a particular date.”


“Had she broken up with anyone prior to her disappearance?”


“Not that I knew about. She didn’t have a steady boyfriend.”


“You didn’t notice her getting texts or calls she didn’t want to answer?”


Mrs. Maxwell shook her head. A pretty woman with dark hair and coppery skin. “Let me think. The police took her laptop and her phone, so they must know about all her calls and emails. I’m sorry, I don’t know.”


“My boss will re-check all of those. Don’t worry.” Farrell sipped his tea and emptied his glass. “Would you like me to keep you posted, Mrs. Maxwell? It might take us a while. We’re starting over—like from the beginning.”


“That would be so thoughtful, Ranger Donovan. Thank you for coming in person.”


Farrell laid one of his cards on the table. “Any thought you have, even if it doesn’t seem important, call me.”


 


LUKE programmed Benny Watson’s address into the GPS as Travis drove through Sonora. “He might have got himself another job,” said Luke, “and not be at home.”


“Anything is possible,” said Travis. “Wonder why they fired him from the garage?”


“Maybe he was too nosy,” said Luke. “Saw something he shouldn’t if those are our guys.”


“Possible.”


The GPS lady said they’d reached their destination and Travis parked. “Must be that duplex with the ‘rooms for rent’ sign in the window. Can’t see a house number from here.”


“Let’s see what’s up with Benny.”


Travis knocked on the front door and a gray-haired lady wearing shorts and a red tank top opened it. A cigarette hung from her mouth and she didn’t remove it, just mumbled around it like a mobster in an old movie.


Travis showed his creds. “I’d like to speak to Benny Watson, ma’am. Which room is he in?”


She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “Upstairs and to the right. Number four. And while you’re talking to Mr. Watson remind him that his rent is due.”


Luke grinned and followed Travis up the staircase that had been painted a shiny black, then plastered with red rose decals on each riser. Frightening. Luke knocked on room number four and got no result. He tried again. Nothing.


Travis hollered. “Benny Watson, this is the police. Open the door.”


The old lady was halfway up the stairs. “Do you have to yell so fuckin loud. You could wake the dead.”


“Do you know if Mr. Watson is home?”


“Course he’s home. He got fired from his job because he’s an asshole. Where else would he be?”


Travis covered his hand with the bottom of his t-shirt and tried the knob. Open. He pushed the door wide open and the putrefied air smacked them in the face. There was no mistaking the smell of death.


“Lord Jesus, don’t do this to me,” the landlady tried to push in behind them to see what was going on. “Don’t stink up one of my rooms. I won’t be able to rent it for a goddam month.”


Luke turned and blocked the woman. “I’ll have to ask you to wait downstairs, ma’am. Go tell first response where we are.”


“Tell ‘em yourself, kiddo. This is my house and I’ll stand wherever the hell I want.”


Luke pushed the door closed and the landlady was forced to back up. He locked the door and ignored her pounding and hollering.


“What does it look like?” he asked Travis.


“Big caliber. Way too big for a close up shot.”


Benny Watson was reclining in the green recliner with most of his head missing. A half finished Shiner’s sat on the little table beside the chair, the TV blasted out the news. Blood, brains and tissue coated the shade of the vintage floor lamp behind the chair and extra splatter had decorated the flocked black and gold wallpaper.


“He’s been dead a while,” said Luke in his Louisiana drawl. “A large gathering of blow flies.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL drove out to Bluebonnet alone. It was dusk when he arrived at Avery’s trailer. He’d called ahead so she wouldn’t be startled to see him. The last time he’d seen her, she seemed a little—no a lot—on edge.


“Come in, Farrell. Nice to see you again.” She was wearing her work clothes. Torn jeans and a dirty t-shirt. A cowgirl hat on her head. She had a little toddler with jet black hair by the hand helping him into his highchair.


Jeeze, she is so beautiful.


“Sorry, I haven’t had time to clean up.” She smiled, and Farrell’s heart did a flip-flop.


“No matter. I’ve been working all day too, and I’ve looked better.”


“You look good to me,” she said in a whisper and Farrell felt the breath leave his body.


Nobody ever made me do that.


“I usually have a beer while I’m getting dinner ready. Can I get you one?”


“For sure. Thanks.”


She reached into the fridge and grabbed two cans of Lone Star. “You said you had a few more questions for me. Did you find out something?”


“Uh huh. When the garage in Austin went over your sister’s Jeep they identified someone who’d been inside.”


Avery stopped and gave Farrell her full attention. “Who was it?”


“It was a man named Benny Watson. Do you know him?”


“No, but I think Sylvie knew him slightly. He hung around with her boyfriend, Diego, some. Why would he be in her Jeep?”


“I don’t have the answer to that.”


Diego Junior started to fuss in his highchair and Sylvie turned back to the counter to fix his supper for him. “I don’t want to think about what might have happened to her.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I can’t bear it.”


Farrell walked over and wrapped her in a hug. “I’m so sorry for your sadness,” he whispered. He kissed her gently and she turned towards him, eased her arms around him and deepened the kiss.


“Can you stay for a while? I could use the company.”


“Sure, I’ll tell the boys I’ll meet them back at the hotel.”






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Tuesday, May 5th.


 


Huntsville. Texas.


CARLOS AND FLETCHER were in position outside the fence when Johnathan Frobisher, better known as ‘The General’ was released at eleven a.m. Johnathan was one of three Frobisher brothers, all super powers in white supremacy prison gangs.


A black Escalade waited close to the gate and Carlos parked a little farther back so he wouldn’t be noticed. The gate opened, Frobisher swaggered through and without hesitation opened the passenger door of the SUV and ducked his shaved head inside. The heavily tinted windows didn’t allow clues as to how many of the Aryan gang members had come to pick up the big boss.


“He’s huge,” said Fletcher, “and he probably worked out the whole time he was inside. That’s what the cons did in Travis County when I worked there. Glad we only have to shadow him.”


“That’s all the boss wants,” said Carlos. “He doesn’t want the fuckers to know we’re watching them.”


“Why are we watching them?” asked Fletcher. “Are we allowed to know?”


“Boss got a call, that’s all I know. We’re violent crime,” Carlos pointed at the Escalade, “and that right there is violent crime waiting to happen.”


Fletcher shrugged. “Good enough. We get paid the same for surveillance as for getting fuckin shot.”


Carlos laughed as he let two vehicles fill in between them and the Escalade.


 


Giddings. Texas.


AFTER BREAKFAST, Jesse headed for the study to reread the murder books they’d collected from the various sheriff’s offices, and Charity tagged along behind him. She’d clearly missed him while he was away and now didn’t want to lose sight of her Daddy.


“Daddy has to work. Can you play quietly with your toys if I bring some in here for you?”


“Play me, Daddy.”


“Hmm… I have work to do, baby. Maybe you could play with Shannon for the morning. Let me phone Wendy.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE lingered at the breakfast table with Misty and Carm finishing his second cup of coffee. The house seemed empty without Farrell around and Blaine had dispatched Carlos and Fletcher to Huntsville to start the new job he wasn’t too happy about.


Lil picked up her mug and her notepad and crossed the kitchen to the coffee pot. “What’s a priority for me, boss?” she asked.


“Go see that fuckin Pablo and get an answer out of him. I’ve called him three times to find out if his doctor has given him a return to work date and he’s dancing around the question. If he’s not coming back, I want to know.”


“He still pissed about the Annie thing?”


Blaine raised a black eyebrow. “You hear about that?”


Lil giggled. “I hear about everything. Nobody gossips more than big tough guys when they’re not punching somebody in the face.”


Blaine chuckled. “I don’t know what’s up Pablo’s ass, but I’m leaving it in your capable hands to find out.”


“I’ll give him a call and go see him this afternoon.”


Blaine picked up his cell to give the Chief a call and the black cat image loomed on his screen. I promised the Chief I’d call her, and I forgot. Shit. “Morning, Governor. How’s your day shaping up?”


“Everyday is worse than the day before.”


“That can’t be true. You love being the queen of Texas.”


“I used to love it, but now I have no right hand man. Honestly, sweetie, I think there’s something wrong with Stokes. The man can’t hold a thought for more than a couple of seconds.”


“Maybe he should see a doctor. Do you think its medical?”


“I do now, and I’m a bit ashamed to say at first I thought it was stupidity. Should I call Mrs. Stokes? Would that be weird?”


“It’s never weird to call out of concern. Ask her if she’s noticed anything... unusual about her husband. She lives with him. See what she says.”


“You always know the right approach. Thanks. And… again, I’m sorry about Hilder.”


“Are you still seeing him?”


“Not here. I’m being super cautious. He came to my house for dinner.”


“So… the answer to my question is yes.”


“Sort of.”


“It doesn’t matter a sweet goddam to me now that he doesn’t work for me. I don’t care who you see, Cat, and you should have a life like everybody else. You just have to think it through first. You can’t afford to make a big public mess.”


“You’re right, of course, if I have any hope of being re-elected. That’s a long way off and I might decide against it when the time comes. Some days I wish I was back on the bench. It was a calmer lifestyle and I truly loved being a judge.”


“I’ve got to call the Chief, Cat. Call Mrs. Stokes and establish some kind of contact for the future in case things get worse. She might be worried about her husband too.”


“I’m doing it right now. Thanks, sweetie.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


AFTER the free breakfast at the Hampton Inn, Farrell drove with Travis and Luke downtown to the sheriff’s office. “A loose plan,” he said, “we’ll go see how their forensics people are making out with Benny Watson’s room and at the same time ask if we can use two of their interrogation rooms. Once we get the okay for the space we’ll go bring in the twins.”


“Think we’ll need more manpower to bring both of those big fuckers in?” asked Luke.


Travis nodded. “They’re gonna go sideways, partner. Me and Luke seen the sweat pouring off the assholes and that’s when we were being all friendly and nice.”


 “Okay, that too. We’ll ask for backup while we’re asking Sonora PD for everything else.”


“Let’s do it,” said Travis. “Go for the motherlode.”


Sheriff Oxford sat behind his desk immersed in paperwork. He raised his head when the deputy on duty at the front desk showed the Agency crew in, but he seemed pleased to see them. “Come in, boys, come in. Would y’all like a coffee?”


“No thanks,” said Farrell, “we just finished breakfast. Have a few things we need, and we were wondering if y’all could help us out?”


“Of course, we can. No problem.”


“First,” said Farrell, “did your lab people finish in Benny Watson’s room?”


“They did. It wasn’t a big space and it didn’t take them but a couple of hours.” He checked his computer screen. “I sent the report to Ranger Blackmore, but I can print off a copy if you’d like to read it for yourself.”


“Thanks, that would be helpful.”


“What else?”


“Do y’all have a couple of interrogation rooms that aren’t busy this morning?”


“We do have two and that’s all we have, but we’re not expecting to use them—nothing I’m aware of. Do you have suspects coming in?”


“Uh huh. And that brings me to request number three. We figure these guys will give us trouble and if we’re fixing to bring them in alive, we’re gonna need help.”


“Why don’t I send two squads with you? Will that be enough?”


“Two should do it,” said Farrell. He reached across the desk and shook Oxford’s hand. “Appreciate the support.”


“Mind me asking who your suspects are?”


“Jeff and Joey Golden,” said Farrell, “the boys that run Twin Auto.”


The Sheriff frowned. “I’ve taken my truck there a couple of times and they seemed nice enough.”


“We have enough evidence to bring them in for a round of formal questioning in Benny Watson’s murder,” said Farrell. “And I want to put pressure on them.”


Sheriff Oxford stood up and reached for his hat. “Let’s go get them.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE strode into the kitchen to freshen his coffee and called Fletcher to see where they were—tailing the SUV.


“We’ve got them, boss,” said Fletch. “They did a drive-through at the Golden Arches and we followed a few vehicles behind. Got us coffee and breakfast sandwiches. So far, they’re just driving. Nothing else.”


“Okay, whenever they stop, write down the addresses.”


“Yep, will do.”


“And don’t let them make you or y’all are dead.”


“Good incentive not to.”


Blaine called Chief Calhoun and brought him up to speed.


“Why do we care where that filthy piece of work is headed?” asked the Chief.


“Not my call, sir, but somebody doesn’t want those boys setting up in Austin after getting wiped out in Houston. Might be just a precaution, I think.”


“But you’re not sure of the motive behind the request?”


“Not yet,” said Blaine. “Sometimes I never know the reason behind the assignment and sometimes it’s clear as crystal.”


“Shit, I don’t like it, son. Those are nasty, nasty people who will kill you if you look at them sideways. Keep me in the loop.”


 


La Grange. Texas.


ANNIE was in the barn at Coulter-Ross when she got the call. She’d enjoyed the work at first, but lately, and especially after all the trouble with Dougie the Dog, she wasn’t keen on taking any more jobs. Her boys wanted her to quit and that’s the way she was leaning.


“Yes sir?” She stepped through the double doors and walked towards the corral.


“I need you to do something important, sweetheart.”


Annie listened to the details and felt queasy in her gut. This wouldn’t be good. There would be all kinds of retribution and that’s the last thing she wanted—to put her kids in danger.


“I’m not sure,” she said wondering if he’d be angry.


“Take your time and think about it, dear. It has to be done.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


SEVERAL cars were parked in front of Twin Auto when Farrell pulled his red Silverado onto the lot. The place was humming on a Tuesday morning. He resolved to go in low-key, see if the twins would voluntarily come in for questioning and if not, he had backup.


Travis and Luke followed close behind in the dark green camper unit and behind them was Chief Oxford with his deputy and another squad. He was covered.


Farrell waited beside his truck until Travis parked and he and Luke were ready. Travis gave a nod and he and Luke took the overhead doors into the garage while Farrell went in through the office. A squad with two deputies had driven around the back of the building.


One of the twins stood behind the parts counter. Farrell couldn’t tell if it was Jeff or Joey without checking the name on the overalls. Both of the brothers had round faces with a day’s growth of ginger scruff, and their hair was exactly the same—almost shoulder length stringy ginger. Farrell thought they both went around five eleven, two-twenty. Lots of weight—not much muscle.


Joey. The one standing in front of him was Joey. Farrell held up his creds and at the same time made his request. “We’d like you and your brother to come to the sheriff’s office to answer a few questions.”


Joey shook his head. “Ask your fuckin questions here, cop. I ain’t going to the sheriff’s office.”


“Why not?”


“Too fuckin busy. Can’t you see all the customers waiting for their vehicles?”


Farrell glanced at the two guys reading the paper and drinking coffee. “Uh huh. It does look busy today,” said Farrell, “but that don’t change anything.” He pulled a set of cuffs off his belt. “I’m asking you nicely to come to headquarters and answer some questions. If you refuse, you’ll be charged with resisting arrest.”


Joey laughed, and he laughed like a teenage girl—all high pitched and tittery. “Questions about what? We ain’t done nothing to concern the police.”


“Questions need to be answered in connection with Benny Watson’s murder.” Farrell watched Joey carefully for a sign—any sign, and he didn’t pick one up.


“Why? Is Benny dead?”


“He is, and we’d like y’all to come to the office and answer some questions.”


“Why should I? I never killed Benny.”


 “You provide an alibi and we’ll verify it and y’all will be on your way. Farrell tilted his head towards the door. Let’s go.”


Joey seemed to be reaching under the parts counter for something.


“Hands on the counter, Joey. Do it now. You don’t want to try to outdraw me.”


The door opened behind Farrell and two deputies came into the office. “Everything okay, Ranger Donovan?”


“Mr. Golden is having a hard time making up his mind to come talk to us.”


One of the local lads knew Joey. “Come on Joey. It’s only questioning. Nothing to get your boxers in a rat over.”


“Can I call our lawyer when I get there?” Joey asked.


“Sure can,” said Farrell. “Or have him meet you there. It’s your right to have an attorney present.”


Joey picked up his cell and gave in. “I’ll call him on the way.” He walked between the two deputies out to the squad car and got in the back seat.


Farrell strode through the connecting door into the three bay garage to see how Luke and Travis were doing with Jeff and he heard raised voices. Jeff was arguing with them. One of the mechanics leaned on a Ford Focus and listened to the back and forth.


Farrell hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Your brother is waiting for you in the squad car, Jeff. Let’s go get this done.”


“I ain’t going.”


“Joey is calling your lawyer and having him meet you at the Sheriff’s Office. Let’s go.”


“Are you deaf? I said I ain’t going.”


“You gonna let your brother do this all alone?” asked Travis.


“Why not. He does a lot of other stuff alone.”


“What stuff?” asked Farrell.


“You’d like that wouldn’t y’all. Me ratting out my twin brother. Well, you asshole Rangers, that is never gonna happen. Not today and not ever.” He waved his arm then reached back onto the workbench, grabbed a huge adjustable wrench and waved it in the air. “Y’all get out of my garage. I’ve got work to finish before five o’clock.”


Farrell pulled his SW from his harness and moved a step closer to Jeff. “Put the wrench down and walk towards the door with your hands on your head. I’m telling you this once, Jeff, and I’m warning you, you don’t want to mess with me.”


Jeff laughed and waved the wrench in a circle over his head. “Don’t touch me. Nobody touches Jeff Golden. Come one step closer and I’ll bash your skull in with this wrench. Come on, asshole.”


Bang.


The wrench flew out of Jeff’s hand and smashed through the window behind the workbench. Glass flew, and Jeff screamed in pain. “You shot my arm you cowboy fucker. You shot my goddam arm.” He clutched his arm above the wrist and blood spurted out between his fingers.


Farrell grinned. “Hey, did I say don’t mess with me?”


The other mechanic nodded his head and got back to work.


“Luke, go ask Sheriff Oxford if they’ve got medical at the shop or where I should take this asshole for a Band-Aid.” Farrell kept his gun trained on Jeff while Travis snapped a cuff on the uninjured wrist. “Now walk out the door and we’ll see about your arm.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


MISTY was upstairs napping and Blaine was alone in the kitchen when Lil came back from her visit to Pablo Acosta. She tossed her purse on the table and slumped down into a chair.


“I can see that didn’t go well,” said Blaine. “Tell me.”


“He’s turning into a user, boss. Says he needs a couple months for physio and you should be paying him while he’s getting back into shape.”


“He has a contract, Lil. He signed it and it’s fair, but there are terms. He doesn’t get that long. If he needs more time, its on his own nickel.”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if he stretched it out as long as he can then quits. That’s the feeling I’m getting from him.”


“Funny, he didn’t seem like that when I hired him.”


“I think it’s the Annie thing. The guy is drowning in self-pity. He’s in a depression with a broken heart or some bullshit like that.”


Blaine chuckled. “A broken heart is bullshit?”


Lil shrugged. “I think I’m tired of looking for the perfect person. From now on, just give me any old bum off the side of the road.”


Blaine snorted and crossed the room to get her a glass of wine. “You and Rick are obviously not hitting it off right now. It will pass.”


“It already passed, boss. The bus has left the terminal.”


Blaine was still laughing as he handed Lil her wine and headed to the Sub-Zero to get a Corona for himself.


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL sat in room two across from Joey Golden waiting for the Golden boys’ attorney to show up. Travis and Luke had taken Jeff to the medical clinic to have his arm attended to.


Farrell turned the recorder on and set it on the corner of the table. “What did you do with Sylvie Dennison?”


“Shut your mouth. You can’t ask me nothing until Ralph comes.”


Farrell chuckled. “I can ask you anything I want. Did Benny see you do something to Sylvie and you had to blow his brains out?”


“Shut up, I said. Stop saying shit like that.”


“Why? Is it bothering you?”


“You shouldn’t have shot my brother,” said Joey.


“He had it coming.”


“I don’t think so. He was only fooling around.”


“How do you know? You were already in the squad.”


“Because he’s always fooling around. He don’t mean anything by it. He’s a little slow.”


Farrell nodded his blond head. “Oh, I get it. You’re the smart one.”


“You could say that. Uh huh.”


“I’ll remember that,” said Farrell.


The door opened and a short man in a well-tailored suit walked in and offered his hand to Farrell. “Ralph Hill.”


“Nice to meet you, sir, I’m Ranger Farrell Donovan.”


Mr. Hill sat at the end of the small table and opened his briefcase. He looked straight at Joey Golden and said, “Ranger Donovan will ask a question and before you answer, look at me and I’ll tell you which ones to answer.”


Joey nodded. “I got it.”


 


TRAVIS and Luke returned from the Sonora Medical Center with the wounded Jeff Golden, subdued slightly from the pain killers he’d been given, but still shouting out nasty threats and being as uncooperative as he could manage. With Jeff’s right arm bandaged and in a sling, Travis and Luke secured him to the table in room one by his non injured wrist.


“Sit down, Jeff,” said Travis, “and while we’re waiting for your attorney to finish up with your brother let’s start with a few questions that are…”


Jeff hollered at the top of his lungs and interrupted Travis. “I’m gonna have my lawyer sue your asses off.”


“Think again,” said Travis. “You resisted arrest and threatened a Texas Ranger in front of at least three witnesses. I don’t think your lawsuit will get too far.”


There was a tap on the door and Ralph Hill stepped into the room. “I heard what happened, Jeff. Are you okay?” Mr. Hill set his briefcase on the end of the table and pulled up a chair.


Jeff yanked on the chain attaching him to the table and yelled at his attorney. “No, I’m not okay. I want to go home and lie down. How soon can you get me out of here?”


“You’ve been charged, Jeff, so I can’t do anything until your arraignment in the morning. Then I can ask for bail and we’ll get you out of here.”


“You mean I have to sleep in a cell?”


“That’s what it means. I’m sorry.”


Travis intervened. “Okay, Mr. Hill, I want to ask Jeff a few questions.”


“Go ahead,” said Hill, “I’ll advise him which ones to answer.”


“That’s fine.” Travis referred to the list of questions Luke had written while they waited at the clinic. “How long did Benny Watson work for Twin Auto?”


“A couple of months.”


“Why did you fire him?” asked Travis. “You said in the garage it was for a personality conflict. Who was he having trouble with?”


“Me, Joey, the other mechanics. He didn’t get along with people. Period. And that wasn’t all. He started coming in late to work and a couple of times he was so hung over he couldn’t work. Me and Joey decided to let him go.”


Travis nodded. “Fair enough. Sounds like you had grounds for dismissal. Where were you last Wednesday night?”


“Wednesday night last week? How am I supposed to remember that?”


“Think about it for a minute,” said Travis.


“Why? What happened on Wednesday night?”


“Sylvie Dennison went missing and your garage was the last place she was seen.”


Attorney Hill held up his hand and Jeff answered anyway. “Like I told Ranger dickwad with the itchy trigger finger, we finished her Jeep and she didn’t come to pick it up. Me and Joey closed up and went home. I remember now, we watched a game with Daddy.”


“Okay,” said Travis. “Did Benny Watson work on Sylvie Dennison’s Jeep?”


“Can’t remember, but the workorder would say,” said Jeff. “Is that important?”


Jeff is playing nice now. Too late.


“Yeah, it is.”


He looked at his attorney. “Did Joey go back to the shop?”


Mr. Hill nodded. “Yes, he went back to work.”


“Ralph, phone Joey and get him to make a copy of that work order. Maybe that will get these cops off my back.”


“Sure, Jeff, I’ll take care of it.”


Wish Jesse was here to crack this jerk. He’s lying out his ass.


 


WITH THE INTERVIEWS over, the boys took time for lunch.


Travis passed the copy of the work order to Farrell after he read it himself.


“Doesn’t tell us much,” said Farrell. “Joey was the mechanic, but Benny could have brought the Jeep into the garage.”


“Why didn’t the forensic techs find Joey’s prints in the Jeep?” asked Luke.


“They could have,” said Farrell, “but the Golden twins aren’t in the system—Jeff is now, but he wasn’t a couple of days ago.”


“Bingo,” said Travis. “You better call Sue.”


“Jesus, I better.” Farrell jumped up from the table, stood in front of the restaurant and made the call. “Hi, Sue. Still missing me?”


She giggled. “Of course, I am. Sadly you only call when you want something.”


“The prints from Sylvie Dennison’s Jeep.”


“Uh huh. One guy in the system if I recall.”


“There was an incident this morning and we booked somebody else. Can you see if Jeff Golden matches any of the prints you lifted and where in the Jeep you found them?”


“Sure, I’m working on something else right now, but I’ll do it as soon as I can. Call you back.”


“Appreciate it, Sue.”


“How much?” She giggled.


Farrell returned to the table and the server had brought a round of drafts and taken their food order. “That’s done. Sue’s going to try to match Jeff.”


“What else do we have?” asked Luke. “Anything from Benny’s room?”


“Got that in my pocket,” said Farrell. “Let’s have a look.” He unfolded the report and smoothed it out on the table.


“I guess they ran the room before Jeff’s prints were in the system,” said Luke. “We’ll have to ask Sonora techs for a recheck on that.”


Farrell called and made the request while they waited for their food. “Might take a couple of hours,” he said.


“The twins might have worn gloves,” said Travis.


Luke finished his draft and set the glass down. “We need the gun.”


“Damn right we need the gun,” said Travis. “Might be in the farmhouse—if I ever get in there to look.”


Farrell pointed a finger across the table. “Arraignment tomorrow morning for one of his boys. Daddy might leave his farmhouse and come to town.”


Travis grinned.


 


Austin. Texas.


CARLOS followed the Escalade through the city and west as far as Lady Bird Lake. The big black beast pulled into a parking area belonging to an upscale condo complex and all four of the occupants got out.


Without looking to right or left, three of the men surrounded The General and began walking towards the wrought iron gate. Being taller than the others, the top of The General’s bald head stuck up just high enough.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE AND MISTY were having lunch with Carm and Lily when Carlos and Fletch reported back to the Agency. The dogs barked and mobbed the boys in the foyer.


“How did it go?” asked Blaine. “Where is the Aryan fucker holing up?”


“Almost holing up out by LBL,” said Carlos, “but not quite.”


Fletcher tossed the address on the table. “Sniper got him, boss. Three bodyguards weren’t worth fuck all.”


“What?” The number one came up on Blaine’s screen. “Chief, you want me?”


“Don’t want to touch this, son, but Mark Woodford called me personally. His client was murdered and he’s demanding a full investigation.”


“The Mark Woodford who’s running for State’s Attorney?”


“The very same. I can’t see him getting elected. He defends some pretty shady characters.”


“Who was his client?” asked Blaine.


“Johnathan Frobisher.”


“Oh, fuck,” hollered Blaine.


 


Lady Bird Lake Area. Austin.


MEDIA VANS clogged Lake Austin Boulevard, parked willy-nilly on both sides of a busy road with ‘no parking’ signs posted every hundred feet. Blaine turned on the siren and the strobes and dared the fuckers to get in his way. If they did, he had no qualms about ramming into their stupid fucking vans with the antennas sticking up like antlers.


“Get out of my fuckin way,” he hollered, and nobody heard him but the boys in the truck. They knew better than to laugh when the boss was pissed. The fuse was short.


The big diesel mounted the curb like it wasn’t there and Blaine parked on the grassy median between two flower beds. Before he had the door of the truck open, reporters surged towards him with cameras rolling. “I’ll kill every one of them,” he mumbled. He opened the door of the truck, stood on the sidestep and hollered, “If you don’t let me get to the scene I’ll never have a goddam thing to tell you. Get the connection?”


A couple of the female reporters stepped back and gave him a small patch of grass to step down on. “Stay away from my men and let them do their jobs.” He swung his arm in a circular motion and hollered, “All your vehicles will be ticketed and towed in the next fifteen minutes. I’m calling it in now.”


Some turned to move their rides, but most didn’t believe him. He called it in as he made his way to the black wrought iron fence separating the parking lot from the inner courtyard. Carlos and Fletcher stood on either side of him and they all gazed down on big bald John Frobisher reclining on the flagstone walk with half his tattooed head missing.


Doctor Mort Simon was making a preliminary examination and Tim, his assistant, was scribbling down words of wisdom in his little brown notebook.


“Anything, Mort?”


“Oh, good, you’re here, Blaine. The Chief was looking for you.”


“Is he inside?”


“The lawyer and a couple of… bodyguards are in the condo they rented for The General’s return to civilization.”


“Just missed seeing his new digs,” said Blaine. “Got as far as the gate.” To Carlos: “Where were you guys parked when the shot was fired?”


Mort turned and cast a glance at Blaine.


“I had men on him,” Blaine whispered.


Mort nodded and helped Tim roll the huge corpse into the body bag. “Zip him up, Timmy. We’re gonna need the cart to move the big fucker.”


“We were on the street, boss,” said Carlos. “Watched the four men walk to the gate, then bam, the big guy dropped like a rock.”


“Show me the angle.”


Without stepping in the blood and brains, Carlos stood as Frobisher had been standing when the bullet hit him.


Fletch stood back to back with Carlos and pointed. “Had to come from the roof of that run of condos next door.”


That’s a tough angle. Not many snipers could make that shot.


“I’ll go tell the Chief we’re here and you guys check out the roof access. I’ll catch up with you.”


“Roger that, boss.”


 


INSIDE the luxury lakeside condo Blaine could hear the Chief talking to a bunch of men and he didn’t sound happy. He found the tight little group in the kitchen sitting on stools at the granite island. The two bodyguards had swastikas tattooed on their necks and beers in front of them. Next to Chief Calhoun sat a tall man in a designer suit with a golfer’s tan and a leather briefcase—Mark Woodford, Frobisher’s lawyer.


Blaine crossed the room, chains on his Harley boots clanking. “Chief, Mr. Woodford.” He nodded at the bodyguards who he figured already pegged him as Latino and were planning his demise.


Woodford offered a hand. “Nice to meet you finally, Ranger Blackmore. The Chief assures me you’ll do a thorough job investigating this case.”


“I’ll do my best.”


Doesn’t matter what I do, these guys will take care of it on their own.


Woodford introduced the bodyguards who didn’t look the slightest bit devastated by the loss of their illustrious leader. “Wayne Mason and Darryl Dorrell.”


“Uh huh. You boys have any idea who would wipe out your boss the minute he hit the street?”


“We have our suspicions,” said Wayne.


They looked alike. Bald, muscular with matching tats.


“Do you want to share your suspicions with me?”


“Nope. Do not care to.”


“Okay then. Let’s not waste time. I’ve got things to do.”


 


THE SUN HAD SET by the time Blaine caught up to Carlos and Fletcher on the roof of the condos across the parking lot. “Did you find the sniper’s nest?”


“Nothing to find, boss,” said Carlos. “Professional job. No brass. Nothing.”


Fletcher grinned. “Nothing but this boot print, boss. Right here in the soft tar. Might want a cast of it.”


Blaine grinned. “We’ve got a print. You guys were messing with me.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


AFTER DINNER at Chilis’ in Sonora, the boys went back to the Hampton Inn. Farrell gave Avery a call.


“Any progress?” she asked.


“A little, but we’ll do better tomorrow.”


“You sound tired.”


“I am tired. Did I ask you this before? Did you ever meet Jeff or Joey Golden?”


“Where Sylvie took her Jeep to be fixed?”


“Uh huh.”


“Don’t think so. Why?”


“Couldn’t remember if I asked you. Too much on my mind.”


“I’m not looking forward to you going back to Austin,” said Avery.


“I promise we’ll have dinner and talk before I go.”


“Will you call me tomorrow?”


“I will.”






 




CHAPTER SIX


Wednesday, May 6th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE didn’t sleep well. He was up several times in the night wondering how he’d make it through the investigation into John Frobisher’s death. This was a guy that everybody wanted dead and now happily he was. Leader of one of the deadliest prison gangs, a breakaway gang, an offshoot of the Circle calling themselves C-4, and they had built a strong street presence in a lot of large cities. The Bandidos hated them like a lot of other organized gangs did and they hated everybody right back.


No doubt about it, these guys would think another gang had picked off their leader fresh out of the slam and retaliation would be job one on their list. A gang war was inevitable. How was he supposed to stop it? There was no way to control the inner workings of a huge violent gang. He didn’t see how it was possible.


Blaine crept downstairs in the dark, took a blanket out of the hall closet and tried to sleep on the leather sofa in his office. Lexi followed him, then Hoodoo and then both dogs were whining to go out. “It’s not morning. Lie down and sleep for a couple of hours. Please. I beg you.”


The dogs settled, and Blaine had almost dozed off when Misty crowded in beside him on the sofa and crawled under the blanket.


“This is cozy,” he said pulling her close to him and kissing her. They hadn’t made love since she’d come home from the hospital. He’d been afraid to rush her, but she’d come to him naked and was stroking him with enthusiasm, so he figured she was more than ready now.


Totally spent, he dropped into a deep sleep.


Sunlight crept through the closed drapes and Blaine opened his eyes feeling like something amazing had happened. Something besides the fantastic sex he’d had in the middle of the night with the beautiful woman beside him.


He sucked in a breath when it hit him.


How did she get down here?


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL, Travis and Luke were the first one’s in the breakfast room at the Hampton Inn. They filled their plates with eggs and bacon and Luke tried his hand at making waffles.


As soon as they’d eaten and fixed extra coffees for the truck, Travis and Luke left for the Golden brother’s farm house outside of town.


Farrell had another hour before he had to leave for the Sonora Courthouse. He fixed two Styrofoam cups of coffee and took them both up to the room to make calls. He called Jesse first and brought him up to date on what was going on in Sonora.


“Y’all might get something useful if Travis gets a tag in the farmhouse this morning. I’m starting on the third case today and I’ll give you a shout out if anything catches my eye. So far all of the investigations seem to be competent and the reports are detailed.”


“Good,” said Farrell. “Let me know.” After talking to Jesse, Farrell called Blacky who sounded tired and pissed off about something. He brought his brother up to speed on the Golden brothers and the Benny Watson murder, then he drained the second coffee and left for the arraignment.


 


TRAVIS and Luke puttered down the county road in the direction of the Golden homestead hoping Joey had gone to the garage in Sonora to work and the daddy was gone to Jeff’s arraignment. No vehicles passed them going the opposite way.


“Maybe we won’t get lucky,” said Travis pointing out the window. “That’s it there, isn’t it?”


“Looks like it to me,” said Luke. “There’s an old truck parked up by the house.”


“Let’s circle the block.”


Once around the block and they took another look.


“Truck’s gone.”


“I’m gonna try something,” said Travis, pointing down the road. “Go on past the cattle and I’ll come out that way if I ain’t tore apart by the dogs.”


Luke jumped out and ran around to the driver’s side while Travis ran up the laneway in full sight of anybody who was looking.


 


THE SONORA COURTHOUSE was a gorgeous old landmark. A structure Blacky would have loved. He would have taken pictures of it for his architecture photography collection.


Farrell made a couple of inquiries and found the almost empty courtroom with little trouble. He sat near the front and waited for the cases to be called. Only one other spectator in the front row, and that was a man close to sixty dressed in overalls with a straw hat perched on his head.


Maybe that’s Mr. Golden.


Jeff’s attorney, Ralph Hill, came in and sat in the front row at the ready and it wasn’t long until the clerk called the case number. Jeff Golden was third on the docket.


Mr. Hill opened the gate and strode to the defense table to join his client and Jeff entered his plea.


How the hell can he be not guilty? He did it in front of witnesses.


The judge granted bail and Jeff left with his lawyer through the ante-room. The old farmer stood up, trudged to the doors at the back of the courtroom and disappeared.


Hope the boys got the tag in place.


 


TRAVIS ran up on the porch and knocked on the door to be sure there was no one home. The dogs surrounded him, bouncing around his legs barking and yipping, but Travis had come prepared. He pulled a handful of dog biscuits out of his pocket and tossed them in the air to each of the dogs. While the dogs were happily chomping, he tried the door and let himself into the kitchen.


It only took a couple of seconds to place the tag where he wanted it, then he did a run though the rest of the house looking for anything unusual or out of place.


Upstairs in Jeff’s room, the bed was unmade, and the bare wood floor was littered with boots and dirty clothes. He knew it was Jeff’s room because a couple of his credit cards were laying on the dresser with a little heap of change.


Joey’s room next door was the opposite. Neat and tidy, bed made, clothes all hung up and a computer on a desk in the corner.


Wish I had time to check the emails.


The third bedroom belonged to the old man. A shotgun stood propped up against the front of an old dresser. A picture of a woman and two small boys in a silver frame sat in the center of a pile of unopened mail.


Travis checked his watch and he’d been inside too long. He tore down the stairs, out the back door and he booked it through the field to meet Luke.


 


OUTSIDE the Sonora courthouse, Farrell sat in his truck and watched Jeff leave in the old pickup with his father. He started the engine and was about to follow when a call came in.


“Hey, Sue. Got something?”


“The new guy you just printed, Jeff Golden, his prints are on the victim’s Jeep. I found them on the hatch door, but none inside.”


“Interesting, okay. Thanks for rushing it, Sue.”


“Anything for you, Farrell.”


He drove back to the Hampton Inn to wait for Travis and Luke, parked his truck and was about to jump out when Sheriff Oxford called.


“You were right, Ranger Donovan. Belinda, my girl in the lab matched Jeff Golden to prints found in Benny Watson’s room.”


“That’s great news, Sheriff. I wish we could’ve printed Joey too, but he was cooperating, and his lawyer was present, and I had no good reason to do it.”


“Maybe y’all will have a good reason soon.”


“I don’t know any judges out here. Do you think Jeff’s prints in Watson’s room would be enough to get a warrant to search Gareth Golden’s farmhouse and Twin Auto for the gun?”


“I doubt it. Jeff could say he gave Benny Watson a ride home and went in for a beer. The guy worked for him.”


“Yeah, it’s weak,” said Farrell. “And the father will no doubt verify his alibi. I’ll keep digging.”


“Let me know if you want to try and I’ll help you write up the warrant.”


“Thanks, Sheriff. Appreciate all your help.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE had breakfast with Declan before he left for headquarters. “I had trouble sleeping and came down to sleep on the sofa in my office. Misty came down in the middle of the night and slept there with me, but I don’t know how she got down the stairs.”


Declan thought about it for a minute. “That’s amazing isn’t it? I was looking for her upstairs.”


“She’s still asleep but I have no idea what’s going on. Maybe you can shed some light on it today.”


“When I spoke to Doctor Lee Chang on the phone the last time, he recommended a colleague of his in Austin,” said Declan. “I’ll try to set up an appointment today for Miss Misty.”


“Please do,” said Blaine. “We need an update.”


A loud crash came from down the hall and Declan ran with Blaine and Carm right behind him. Misty was sprawled on the office carpet naked and she’d pulled a lamp down on top of her.


“I guess we’re not going to run any marathons today, Miss Misty.”


Blaine ran over and dropped to his knees beside her. “You okay, sweetheart?”


Misty giggled and made a dry croaky sound, barely audible. She raised a hand for Blaine to help her up. He grabbed her nightie from the end of the sofa, slipped it over her head and sat her on the sofa. “I have to go to work, so I’ll let Dec take over. Text me later.”


She nodded.


At least she can text. Seems kind of normal.


 


CHIEF CALHOUN was stressed when Blaine arrived with Carlos and Fletcher and a tray of coffee from Starbucks. “What the hell are we gonna do with a shit case like Frobisher?”


“Follow the evidence, Chief. All we can do.”


“One boot print,” said the Chief. “Could have been made by the men that laid down the roof for all we know.”


“Rocky and his team are questioning neighbors to see if anyone else heard the shot,” said Blaine.


“I’m not holding my breath on that one,” said the Chief. “We haven’t got a fuckin prayer.”


“Woodford call you already this morning?” asked Blaine, trying to figure out Calhoun’s foul mood.


“Damn right. Apparently, the fucker never sleeps.”


Blaine chuckled. “The techs will follow up on the boot print and if there’s nothing else, it is what it is. A pro hit. We can’t solve it.”


“What about a cartel hit?” asked Carlos. “Most of the cartels have some pretty skilled people on their payrolls.”


“I’ll call Woodford and get the name of the cartel his boys are working with and hustle my ass to Mexico,” said Blaine.


The Chief broke out laughing and reached for his coffee. “Another bad idea. We can’t solve it. Plain and simple.”


“It might be one of those where we can’t solve it until the next body drops,” said Blaine. “As soon as the second corpse hits the skids, we’ll get a clearer picture of what’s really going on and we can dig in.”


“Any bets on who’s going to be next?”


“I’ll take a top ranking Bandido for fifty,” said Blaine.


The Chief nodded. “Make’s sense.”


“M-13 for me,” said Carlos.”


Fletcher grinned. “Guess I’ll do the Tango.”


Blaine stood up and tossed his money on the Chief’s desk. “You’re the loot holder, Chief.”


 


La Grange. Texas.


ANNIE came in from the barn and took a quick shower. She’d forgotten her phone on her nightstand when she ran to the barn to help Wayne with a foal. Three missed messages.


One from the man. “Nice fast work.”


She nodded and didn’t bother sending a reply. The second one was from Jesse.


“Bringing Charity over to play with the kids.”


She texted back. “Stay for lunch.”


Tyler was the third. “Dinner?”


“Yep. Love to.”


Annie smiled. Things were looking up. But not for long. She thought he would have called before now, but it was still too soon. “Hey, baby, I’m missing you.”


“Me too, Mom. Did you hear about the murder of John Frobisher?”


“It was on the news. He was a gang leader.”


“Uh huh. That’s the one.”


“Why are you asking me, sugar?”


“I just wondered if you had any insight into who might have knocked him off.”


“Why would I?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Sometimes you seem to have the inside track.”


Annie giggled. “Nope, not this time. Sorry.”


“Okay, I’ll take you at your word.”


She changed the subject. “How’s Misty doing?”


“She fell this morning. I think she’s trying to walk and as far as I can tell—it’s pretty cloudy—sometimes she can and sometimes she can’t.”


“Does she have a specialist in Austin?”


“Dec made an appointment today. I think they managed to squeeze her in tomorrow for an assessment.”


“Has she said anything yet?”


“Nope. Not a syllable.”


“So strange.”


“That’s a word I use a lot when I’m talking about Misty.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


AFTER a dinner of barbeque and fries Travis and Luke took the surveillance unit out to the Golden farm to look for an ideal spot to sit and listen in on the Golden family. Farrell followed them until they turned off the highway, then he kept going on up to Bluebonnet. It was dark by the time he arrived at Avery’s trailer and even though she knew he was coming the door was locked.


Good. Keep the door locked.


He knocked softly a couple of times and she opened the door quick enough with a smile on her face.


“I was putting Diego to bed. He was so tired he couldn’t finish his dinner and fell asleep in his highchair.”


“You must be tired too, with all you do in a day.”


“No, I’m fine. Same thing everybody else does. No different.”


Farrell smiled. “Can I help you with anything while I’m here?”


“Like what?”


He shrugged. “Lift something, fix something, shit like that.”


Avery smiled, and her beautiful face lit up. “You are a sweet guy, know that?”


“Maybe the odd time. Not too often.”


She opened the fridge and handed him a cold Lone Star. “Have a beer. Did you eat dinner?”


“I ate with my crew, then drove straight up here.”


“Did you have dessert?”


“No. Too full of ribs and I didn’t bother.”


“I made a pie for later.”


Farrell grinned. “What kind?”


“What kind is your favorite?”


“Pecan, then lemon.”


“I struck out. This is butterscotch.”


“Never had it. Might be my new fav.” He sat down at the table, hung his hat on the back of the chair next to him and watched Avery start the dishes. “Whenever you can get a sitter, let me know and I’ll take you to dinner somewhere nice in Sonora. I don’t know any of the good spots. I’ve only eaten at a couple of barbeque places and once at the golf course.”


She turned towards him with suds on her hands. “You ate at the country club?”


“I was working, and I had to eat there. Not by choice.”


“I always wondered what it would be like to eat there.”


“We can go find out,” said Farrell. “I’m good for it.”


“What did you want to talk to me about?”


He’d thought about nothing else since the first time he laid eyes on her, so he just spit it out. “I want to keep seeing you, Avery, even after I go back to Austin and I wondered how you felt about a long-distance relationship.”


“I don’t think they ever work out,” she said, “but then again, I want something to work out with you, so I guess I’d try harder.”


Farrell grinned and patted his knee. “Come over here and say that again.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


TRAVIS parked in an unused laneway on the county road running parallel to the one the Goldens lived on.


“Can we hear from this far away?” asked Luke.


“Think so,” said Travis. “We need something. Anything to start on. These guys are creeps.”


Travis shut off the engine, locked up the cab and he and Luke climbed into the camper on the back of the pickup. The camper, belonging to Jesse Quantrall, was outfitted inside with all the latest surveillance equipment and luckily for the Blackmore Agency, Jesse was a partner and happy to loan his high tech rig whenever the boys needed it.


Travis took a listen with the headphones on, then took them off and put the audio on speaker. “Nothing yet. We’ll get something, we always do. Want a Coke?”


“We have sodas?”


Travis pointed with the toe of his boot. “Fridge under there right by your leg.”


“Didn’t see it,” said Luke. He opened the door and pulled out two ice cold Cokes and handed one to Travis.


“Here we go,” Travis whispered.


“What did you make for super, Daddy?”


“Mashed potatoes and bacon.”


“Uh huh. Anything else?”


“What else do you want? It’s food.”


“I need something good. My arm is fuckin killing me.”


“Then you shouldn’t have mouthed off to no cops.”


“They pissed me off, Daddy.”


“What do I always say?”


“If you keep your mouth shut, nobody will ever figure out what you’re up to.”


“If they come here asking about last Wednesday night, you have to tell them we were all home watching a game together.”


“Sure. I’ll look it up and see what game was on.”


“Thanks, Daddy.”


“How long do you think the cops will be hanging around?”


“Why, Joey? Got an itch you can’t scratch?”


“Something like that, Daddy.”


“Let’s go to the roadhouse and check out the talent.”


“We have to wait.”


“I know that. We’ll just line them up for later. Looking is all we’re doing tonight.”


“I could use a couple shots of Petron.”


“They’re going to a roadhouse,” said Travis. “I better call Farrell.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL was kissing Avery in the pitch dark kitchen when his cell rang. “Damn it.” He checked the screen. “It’s Travis.” He pressed the button. “Yeah, what’s up?”


“The Goldens are heading out to a roadhouse to check out the talent. Want to join us?”


“Where?”


“Don’t know yet.”


“Call me when you know.”


“What’s happening?” asked Avery.


“I might have to leave sooner than I want to.”


“You have a lead?”


“Uh huh. I think so.”


“Can I come?”


“What about the little guy?”


“My Mom can come over. She doesn’t live too far.”


A bad idea. You should say no.


 


Smithville. Texas.


ANNIE met Tyler at the Stonehouse Inn. He was seated at a table by the window and there was a beer waiting for her.


“Ooh, you look so handsome, I could… never mind.”


“Like my new shirt? I know you love the embroidered ones.”


“Sure do, cowboy.” She leaned across the table and kissed him. “I’ve missed us, Ty. The us that met in secret and had hot times in the horse trailer and in the cab of your truck.”


“And in the back seat.”


“That too.”


“I want that back again,” said Tyler. “I’m lonely and miserable without any us, but I know we can’t let Jesse find out.”


“We should go to Santa Fe for the weekend,” said Annie, “and start over.”


Tyler leaned across the table and whispered. “I want to do that more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my whole miserable life.”


“We’ll make a plan.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


THE PECOS BILL ROADHOUSE was packed and noisy on a Wednesday night. No live band, but loud country tunes blasted from overhead speakers and that seemed to be all the enthusiastic dancers needed. Tables ringing the polished plank dance floor were filled to capacity.


Farrell pointed to a booth near the back of the cavernous space, placed his hand on Avery’s back and guided her towards it.


Lighting was dim, but the wooden walls seemed to be littered with signs and Texas memorabilia from the old cattle drive days. Annie would love the signs and she’d love to get her hands on some of those old tools too.


On the way through the crowd, Farrell kept his eyes open for the Golden twins but didn’t see them.


Once they were seated and placed their order Farrell relaxed slightly. He berated himself for bringing Avery even though it had been her idea. If a fight broke out, she might get hurt, or worse yet, the Golden assholes might see her, and she’d become a target.


Christ. Why did I bring her?


“Have you been here before?” asked Travis.


“A time or two,” said Avery. “Sylvie liked to dance, and we came with some girls from her work a couple of times.”


“You mentioned the diner in Bluebonnet,” said Farrell. “Where else did she work?”


“Downtown. She used to work in a lawyer’s office but that was a long while ago. Before she had Diego.”


“What office was it?” asked Farrell.


“I forget, but it was on the main street. I have some of her cards at home. I’ll give you one.”


“Thanks.”


The server came around and replaced their empty pitchers with full ones. Travis filled his glass, then headed for the men’s room.


Luke had been quiet all night, sitting listening to the music and drinking a lot of beer. Once Travis vacated the bench next to him, Luke stood up and held out a hand to Avery. “Want to dance, Miss Avery?” he asked in that slow Louisiana drawl.


She smiled. “Sure Luke.”


I should have asked her to dance before Luke did. What a fuckup date I am.


Farrell emptied his glass and refilled it from the newly arrived pitcher. He kept a sharp eye on Luke and Avery as they two-stepped around the dance floor.


Travis returned from the men’s room and sat down. “Why aren’t you dancing with your woman, partner?”


“Too fuckin slow,” snarled Farrell.


Travis hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Jeff is sitting with a couple of girls on the other side of the room, but I didn’t see Joey anywhere.”


“Maybe he went out for a smoke,” said Farrell.


“Uh huh. Maybe.”


Farrell checked for messages on his phone and looked up when he heard raised voices on the dance floor. Luke gave a large biker man a healthy shove away from Avery and turned her away from the action towards the table. Farrell was on his feet and running towards her when a guy grabbed him from behind and spun him around.


“Cops ain’t welcome here,” were the words Farrell heard before he twisted and smashed the guy in the face with his left elbow. The guy staggered backwards a bit off balance and Farrell booted him in the nuts as hard as he could. With a loud crash, the big guy fell onto a table and sent bottles and cans flying everywhere.


“Take her to the truck,” Farrell hollered to Luke as Travis joined in to help.


Before the dust-up could accelerate, two bouncers were on the scene shoving all the combatants out the front doors. “Take it outside then go on home y’all. Party’s over.”


“Good idea,” mumbled Farrell. “Let’s get out of here.”


Farrell helped Avery into the shotgun seat of his truck, closed the door then spoke to Travis. “Wait here until Jeff comes out and follow him.”


“Uh huh. Good plan.”


“Meet me back at the hotel.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


THERE wasn’t a single light on in Bluebonnet as Farrell drove through the tiny village taking Avery home.


“I’m so sorry things turned out like that,” she said. “You were trying to keep an eye on the Golden guys and everything went to hell because I was there. I shouldn’t have been there. I can see that now.”


Farrell reached across the console and took her hand. “It’s okay. Worse things have happened. It wasn’t that bad.”


You knew better.


“But if I want to find out what happened to my sister, I should stay out of your way.”


Farrell parked the truck and walked her to the door. After one long, lingering kiss, he wanted nothing more than to take Avery inside and make love to her, but the guys were working and if anything broke open, they’d need help.


“Can you stay?”


“I want to, more than anything, but I need to be in Sonora in case Travis calls for backup.”


“Will you call me tomorrow?”


“Uh huh. Make sure you lock the door.”


On the way back to Sonora, Farrell took a hard look at every vehicle he met on the highway and cursed himself up down and sideways for taking Avery to the roadhouse.


 


Sonora. Texas.


TRAVIS and Luke sat in the unit behind the roadhouse until there was only one truck left in the lot. Jeff Golden’s truck. Travis had tagged it and they’d been ready to follow for the past hour. Lots of cowboys came out, some staggering drunk and some sober, all heading home, but not Jeff.


“Where the hell do you think he is?” asked Luke.


Travis drove around the front and the closed sign was in the front window. “He left with somebody else. Goddammit, we lost him.”


“Farrell will be pissed,” said Luke.


“Never mind Farrell,” said Travis, “I’m pissed enough for both of us. Let’s get some sleep.”






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Thursday, May 7th.


 


La Grange. Texas.


ANNIE woke happier than she’d been in months. She and Tyler were talking about giving it another try. She had to make a trip up to Santa Fe to her flagship antique store anyway and it would be wonderful to have a relaxing weekend away. Maybe they’d go to Buffalo Thunder and play some poker. She’d always loved that casino.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was anxious to catch up with Farrell and see what the heck was going on in Sonora that could be taking so long. If there was going to be trouble in Austin, he’d need everybody back where they could do the most good. He checked his watch and it was only six thirty. Way too early to call if they’d been up late on surveillance. He strode over to the island and poured himself another coffee.


Misty sees the new doctor today. Hope that amounts to something. Why can’t she walk? Doctor Lee Chang was vague, mumbling about motor skills. Maybe he couldn’t explain it. There were a lot of things about Misty that couldn’t be explained logically. Is that why he was so fascinated by her?


Shit, all he did was worry. Things got worse every fuckin day. He was adding cream to his coffee when his cell rang on the table. He jumped and slopped cream all over the counter. He left the mess, loped across the kitchen and grabbed his cell phone. The screen said Austin Homicide. Lopez. “Lieutenant, why the hell are you up at the crack?”


“Dead bodies don’t sleep in, Blacky.”


“You’re trying to dump one on me?”


Lopez chuckled. “Would I do that? Yeah, I would. But this one might be connected to your dude from earlier this week.”


“Frobisher? Another dead C-4?”


“Nope. Not this time.”


“What gang are we talking about?”


“Unlucky thirteen.”


“Okay. Carlos is a winner.”


“You guys got a pool going?”


“Maybe.”


Lopez chuckled. “I was waiting for it too. Had to come.”


“Where are you?”


“Not far from your compound.” He read off the address and Blaine jotted it down.


“I’ll be there in five minutes.”


He called Carlos from the truck. “You’re a winner. Dead guy at this address. I’m going there now.”


“Hey, I made money while I was sleeping,” said Carlos. “I’m up, boss. Won’t be far behind you.”


Moss Street ran off East Cesar Chavez. A short street with row housing on both sides. Cheap rentals, most in need of serious repair. Blaine turned the corner and spotted the action. Halfway down the block, two squads and an unmarked had the street blocked off. The medical examiner’s van was parked at the curb. Blaine parked as close as he could get and jogged the rest of the way along the sidewalk.


Lopez looked up and grinned. “You made good time.”


“I live in the neighborhood, what does that tell you?” asked Blaine. “Does the victim have ID?”


“Nothing on him,” said the ME, “but the lady across the road who called it in said his name was Georgie Cardenas. She says he shares the house with some other boys.”


“And the roommates aren’t home?” asked Blaine.


“Of course not,” said Lopez.


“How high up was this guy?”


“No idea,” said Lopez. “I’ll have the gang squad send you what they know along with his sheet.”


“He doesn’t look too old,” said Blaine. “Can’t wait to see the ballistics report.”


“Wish I had your enthusiasm,” said Lopez. “Wore off a long time ago.”


Carlos and Fletcher caught up and stood behind Lieutenant Lopez. “Which one of you guys is the winner?”


Carlos grinned. “Guess it’s me. Easy money.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL woke to the sound of his cell ringing in his ear. Without opening his eyes, he groped for it on the nightstand and only succeeded in knocking it to the floor. The ringing didn’t stop. “Okay, okay.” He leaned down and grabbed the phone off the carpet. “Hello?”


“It’s me, Farrell. I might have something for y’all,” said Jesse. “Found it in the third murder book.”


“Oh, yeah? Hang on a second, boss. Let me sit up and grab a pen.” Farrell kicked the sheets out of his way, reached for the pad and pen supplied by the hotel and got ready to write. “Okay, go.”


“The fourth victim, Lauren May Maxwell—the girl who went missing on New Year’s Eve—she worked at the Pecos Roadhouse slinging beer and she’d worked there about a month or more when she went missing. There are interviews with everybody who worked at the roadhouse and nothing came of it.”


“But you made a connection, boss?”


“Before the girl got that job, she was unemployed for a while because she quit her job at Twin Auto.”


“Fuckwads,” hollered Farrell. “Were the twins interviewed?”


“They were… and on New Year’s Eve they both had solid alibis from a buddy who threw a party at his house. The guy swore the twins drank with him all night and never left.”


“Who was the buddy?” asked Farrell.


“Benny Watson.”


“Goddam, that’s good stuff, boss.”


“Looks like you’re heading in the right direction, kiddo.”


“Aces, boss. I’m heading for the shower. I’ve got work to do.”


 


Lady Bird Lake. Austin. Texas.


AT THE CONDO complex, Blaine parked in the same spot he’d parked earlier in the week when Frobisher got himself dead. Carlos opened the wrought iron gate, they walked through the courtyard of the lake-facing units and rang the bell. Nobody answered. The three of them stood on the step for a couple of minutes waiting, then Blaine gave it another shot.


“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.” Wayne Mason jerked the door open, saw who it was and slammed the door in Blaine’s face.


“Not polite,” said Fletch.


Blaine pressed the bell and held it down.


“Get the fuck off the bell,” hollered Mason from the other side of the door.


“Open the door or I’ll kick it in,” hollered Blaine.


“Kick away,” hollered Mason.


Blaine hadn’t had his morning coffee and he was testy as a wounded bear. “Kick it in, Carlos, then stand to the side.” He motioned where he wanted Fletch to stand.


Carlos had the build and the strength to kick in any door. He took a step back, charged the door and booted it just below the lock. A loud splintering sound signaled all was well and the door flew wide open.


Blaine charged through the door figuring Mason would be facing him with a weapon and he was right on the money. Annie’s words were always in his head.


Shoot first if you don’t want to be dead.


Blaine fired twice. The first shot blasted the Glock out of Mason’s hand and the second blew out his knee and knocked him to the floor. “Call it in Fletch. Maybe the other asshole will be more polite.”


Carlos grinned.


Fletcher pressed the number and said, “Nice shooting, boss.”


 


Downtown Austin. Texas.


MISTY arrived at the medical building for her nine a.m. appointment. The specialist Doctor Lee Chang had referred her to had no openings for three months, so as a special favor to his colleague, the new doctor agreed to come to the office at nine to evaluate her.


Declan found the office marked Doctor D.W. Baker, Neurologist. He opened the door, wheeled Misty into the reception area and announced their arrival.


The dark-haired girl on the reception desk appeared groggy and disoriented. Not more than twenty-five and definitely not a morning person, she had a large Starbucks’ container next to her elbow, but she hadn’t flipped the tab. She let out a big sigh, trudged down the hall to tell the doc his first patient had arrived, then returned to her desk and sank into her chair like she was a hundred years old.


“Hard night?” asked Declan in his delightful Irish lilt, and she nodded.


“How could you tell?”


Declan didn’t have time to elaborate before Doctor Baker was in the reception area smiling down at Misty like she was a ten-year-old.


Fuck, this will be bad.


“I’m Doctor Baker, Miss LeJeune.” To Declan without a smile: “Bring her into my office.”


As soon as the doctor’s back was turned, Misty was shaking her blonde curls. She didn’t like him, and Declan was getting the same vibes. He held up one finger and pushed her into the doctor’s private quarters.


“I have her file here from Doctor Lee Chang and I admit I’ve never encountered such a mishmash of symptoms. Do you think she could be faking?”


Misty pointed to herself indicating she could hear the remarks, and Declan translated. “Could we not speak about Miss Misty like she’s not in the room, Doctor. She’s not deaf after all.”


The doc chuckled. “So sorry. I thought she was mute.”


Misty made the tiniest sound resembling a growl from a day-old kitten and two of Doctor Baker’s framed diplomas flew off the wall behind him and smashed to the floor.


“Tremor,” said Declan. “Must have been a tremor.”


The doctor turned around and looked at the mess behind him. “I’ll have Eve clean that up.”


“I’m interested in finding out why Misty can walk sometimes and not always,” said Declan. “She had a bad fall yesterday when she thought she could walk but her legs failed her.”


“Then she’s not ready to walk,” said the doctor. “I’ve read Lee Chang’s reports and she has extensive motor damage. Some of which might never repair itself.”


“But she did walk,” said Declan, “and then she couldn’t. I want to know why it’s sporadic.”


Misty nodded her head and waited for an answer.


“If the brain is repairing itself, it could be gradual,” said the doctor. “Give it time.”


“And her speech?” asked Declan. “Will it return?”


“Those questions along with many others can never be answered without exploratory brain surgery.” He flipped through pages on his calendar. I can open her up the week before Thanksgiving.” He picked up his pen and looked to Declan for confirmation.


Misty’s blue eyes were open wide and blazing with anger.


“Why don’t we get back to you on the suitability of the date after we talk it over with her family.”


Misty nodded.


Baker stood up and walked towards Misty. “Let’s see what’s working this morning and what’s not, little lady. Would you stand up for me?”


Misty glanced at Declan and then back at the doctor. She shook her head.


“No, you can’t stand up? Or, no, you won’t try?” His voice had a decided edge to it as he grabbed her arm in an attempt to haul her to her feet.


She jerked away and made the little noise in her throat again and a mini tornado cleared everything off the doctor’s desk.


“Perhaps it’s time for Misty to go home and rest,” said Declan. He grabbed the wheelchair handles and whisked her into the hallway.


“Will you need a second appointment?” called the receptionist.


“One was quite enough, thank you,” Declan called over his shoulder.


 


Lady Bird Lake. Austin.


DARRYL DORRELL sat and stared as the paramedics loaded his buddy, Wayne Mason, onto the stretcher and whipped him out the door of the condo and into the waiting ambulance. “Why are you here, you fucking bandito?” He spit the words at Blaine. “Did you solve the General’s murder? If not, you better get busy. We got rights.”


Blaine ignored the question. “Who gave the order to kill Georgie Cardenas? Was it you?”


“Cardenas is dead?” Dorrell chuckled. “Wasn’t me, but I’m happy he’s dead. Nothing but a waste of space like the rest of his amigos.” He pointed a finger at Blaine and laughed again. Not a pleasant sound.


The crime scene techs came in and Blaine pointed to the gun Mason had been aiming at him. “See if that gun matches Georgie Cardenas from this morning. He’ll be autopsied tomorrow.”


“Right,” said Sue. “I’ll mark it.”


“Mr. Dorrell will sit on the porch or visit with a friend until y’all are finished with his condo.”


“I ain’t moving a fuckin inch.”


“You want to wait it out at DPS?” asked Blaine.


“Try it and see what happens.” Dorrell stood up and flexed tattooed biceps.


“Cuff him, Carlos. I’m tired of being nice.”


Carlos pulled cuffs off his belt and he and Fletcher approached the big ganger. Blaine drew his Beretta to make a point.


“Okay, okay, I’ll go out for breakfast. Make you happy?”


Blaine glared. “This is my happy face.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL called Mrs. Maxwell as soon as he left the breakfast room at the Hampton Inn and she agreed to talk to him at nine thirty. He sent Travis and Luke to keep an eye on Twin Auto and get a locate on Jeff and Joey, in case he decided to bring them in. He was leaning heavily in favor of bracing both of them again.


He was a block away from the Maxwell residence when Sheriff Oxford called. “Morning, Sheriff, I intended to call you later with an update.”


“This won’t wait, Deputy Donovan. I thought you should know right away that another girl has been reported missing.”


“Okay. I’ll be in your office in half an hour.”


He pulled into the Maxwell’s driveway and jogged to the front door. Mrs. Maxwell was waiting for him with coffee at the kitchen island. “Did you find something, Ranger Donovan? Is that why you’re here?”


Farrell pulled out his notebook. “My partner is going over all the unsolved cases from the past four years and he’s extremely thorough. He phoned this morning and told me that before Lauren worked at the roadhouse she had worked for Twin Auto.”


“Uh huh. That’s true. Is it important?”


“Very important,” said Farrell. “Do you know why she quit her job there?”


“Mostly because of her boss, Joey Golden,” said Mrs. Maxwell, “and she didn’t tell me the reason at the time. I read it in her journal.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Your daughter kept a journal?”


“Yes, I found it not long ago when I was straightening up her room. I sit and read it now and then. I find it comforting.”


“Would you mind if I borrowed it for a day?”


Mrs. Maxwell’s brown eyes welled up. “I don’t know if I could give it up.”


“I understand. What if I took it for the morning, copied what I needed and brought it back this afternoon?”


“I… I guess so. Will you be careful of it?”


“I will,” said Farrell. “Do you have a Ziploc I can use?”


“Yes, that’s a good idea.”


 


Austin. Texas.


BLAINE was on his way back home, anxious to find out what happened with Misty’s new doctor when the Governor called. “I’ve heard rumblings that there might be a gang war heating up in the Capital city. I figured you would know better than anyone.”


“I’m doing my damndest to prevent it from happening, Cat. That’s all I can tell you.”


“All you can do is your best, sweetie. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”


“Sure, I’m taking it one murder at a time.”


“Jeeze, that sounds ominous.”


Blaine chuckled. “Doesn’t it? Going home for some breakfast. I already shot my morning ganger.”


“Aw, shit, it is bad. Call me later.”


“Hilder still hanging on?”


“He’s a little quiet for me.”


“Still waters n’all. Talk later.”


Declan and Misty sat at the kitchen table having coffee when Blaine arrived home. The dogs kicked up a huge ruckus at the door, then settled once he was inside.


“How was the new doctor?” Blaine asked.


Misty shook her head and took a sip from her mug.


“We didn’t care for him,” said Declan. “Not a pleasant person.”


“Anything I should know about?” asked Blaine.


Misty shook her blonde curls and made a face.


“He suggested brain surgery,” said Dec, “and we opted out.”


“Right,” said Blaine.


Okay, it went badly.


 


Sonora. Texas.


AFTER his visit with Mrs. Maxwell, Farrell went straight to Sheriff Oxford’s office. “Sorry, I took a little longer than I thought, but it was worth it. We have some solid evidence linking Joey Golden to Lauren Maxwell.” He told the Sheriff about the diary.


“I was never told about the diary and it didn’t turn up in the search of her room.”


“Mrs. Maxwell only found it recently,” said Farrell. “Hidden away somewhere in the girl’s room.”


“Okay,” said Oxford. “I’d hate to think I overlooked something that important.”


“I’m going to read it, copy the relevant pages and return it to Mrs. Maxwell this afternoon,” said Farrell. “Tell me about the missing girl.”


“Her roommate came in this morning.” Oxford checked the notes in front of him. “A girl named Brooke Morales reported it. She said the two of them were at the movies last night, then they stopped in at the roadhouse for a drink and Robin was dancing with a lot of different guys and drinking a lot and wanted to stay longer than Brooke. One of the guys Robin was dancing with said he’d bring her home. Brooke went home to their apartment and Robin never showed up.”


“She tried her cell and all that?” asked Farrell.


“Uh huh. Went to message. Never happened before. Brooke said they weren’t party girls and they never stayed out all night.”


“We were watching the roadhouse,” said Farrell. “Jeff was there—I can tell by the sling—but no Joey.”


Sheriff Oxford grinned. “Did you shoot Jeff, so you could tell them apart?”


“Hey, I had to do something.”


“Do you want to bring them in again?”


Farrell nodded. “I do. With this new evidence and another girl missing, do you think we could get a warrant to search Twin Auto for the gun that killed Benny Watson?”


“I’ll make a couple of calls and if it sounds promising, I’ll get started on it.”


“Thanks, Sheriff. Travis and Luke are watching the garage. As soon as I finish with the diary, we can go fetch the twins.”


The Sheriff showed him where the copy machine was in the outer office. Farrell sat down at an empty desk and read Lauren’s journal. He worked his way through and jumped up and copied every page that mentioned Joey or Jeff Golden.


 


July 20th.


He starts every morning as soon as I get to the garage, and three or four times a day he comes into the office and makes remarks. He’s getting ruder and cruder every day. Today he was rubbing his pants while he leered at me. I hate working there.


 


August 12th.


Joey is disgusting. He comes into the office and locks the door, trying to scare me into going out with him. He’s touching me now or trying to. I pushed him away today and he was fuming.


 


August 20th.


Jeff talked to me today and said it would be in my best interest to go out with his brother. Joey likes me a lot and Jeff said he’d like to see the two of us together. I would not like it at all. I hate them. They rarely shave, and I doubt if they’ve heard of a shower.


 


August 25th.


Joey threatened me today. Either I go out with him or he fires me. He smiled at me while he said it. As soon as he left the office, I typed up a letter of resignation and left it on the desk. I’m not going back.


 


August 26th.


Jeff called and begged me to come back to work. He said the office is a mess without me and he’d keep Joey away.


 


August 27th.


Joey called and apologized. He said if I came back to work he’d be nothing, but a gentleman and he’d give me a raise. Should I believe him?


 


August 28th.


I copied my resume and started job hunting today. I’m not going back to Twin Auto.


 


Farrell faxed copies of the pages to Jesse to add to Lauren’s file, then texted.


“Sent you a fax to add to Lauren Maxwell’s murder book. Pages copied from her journal—recently found. Bringing the twins in for the second round. Wish you were here, boss.”


 


Giddings. Texas.


JESSE received Farrell’s text at the barn and headed to the house to read the fax. He missed being near the action, but he couldn’t have it both ways. He had to guard his health and take care of his daughter.


He sat at his desk with the fax in front of him and read the journal entries. “Yep, Lauren Maxwell was scared of Joey Golden. Solid evidence. Good work, kiddo.”


Farrell was a damn good investigator.


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL headed for Twin Auto with Sheriff Oxford following behind in his squad. The Sheriff had managed to find a judge open to signing the warrant, and he’d sent one of his deputies to get it signed and bring it to the garage. Farrell alerted Luke and Travis that they were on their way.


Farrell parked at the side of the garage and the Sheriff positioned one squad at the front and one at the back in case there was trouble. Travis and Luke pulled in and parked behind Farrell.


“We’ll go in and ask them nicely to come in for another round of questioning,” said Farrell. “If it doesn’t work out, we’ll bring them in and charge them with resisting. At least they’ll be out of the garage while we search.”


“Did we get a warrant?” asked Luke.


“Sheriff Oxford got one for us and one of his men is bringing it over.”


“Progress,” said Luke. “We might find the gun.”


 


TRAVIS took the office while Farrell and Luke covered the garage.


Jeff slouched behind the counter, his sling resting on the cluttered surface while he talked on the phone. He shook his head when he saw Travis and ended his call. “Why are you guys here again? We got nothing to tell you.”


 “We’ll talk about it when we get to the sheriff’s office,” said Travis. “Why don’t you walk out the door and get in the squad car and not give me any flack.”


“I’m not going,” said Jeff. “This is harassment and I’m not being hauled in for questioning again. No sir. You can shove that idea right up your ass, cowboy.”


“You can call your attorney to meet you at the sheriff’s office,” said Travis. “Now walk out the door and get in the car that’s waiting for you.”


Jeff reached under the counter and pulled out a .38 Ruger. He pointed it at Travis and said. “I ain’t going anywhere with cops. I’m outta here.”


Travis drew his Sig and ran behind Jeff to the back door hoping the deputies at the back of the building had him. Seconds behind, he watched Jeff disappear through the back door, then he heard the shots.


Bang. Bang.


Bang.


Cautiously, Travis opened the door and nearly tripped over Jeff. He lay in a pile on the concrete pad at the back entrance. Shot in the chest and bleeding profusely, but not dead. Not yet.


Beside the squad car, one of the Sheriff’s deputies was kneeling over his partner. Travis ran over to the squad and called it in. “How’s your partner?”


“That asshole, Jeff, come out the door firing and shot Butch in the fuckin leg.” He pointed behind him. “Just missed me and put one through the window of my squad.”


 


FARRELL and Luke entered the garage looking for Joey. One of the overhead doors was open and they walked right in, leaving Sheriff Oxford and his deputy standing in the opening. Joey and one other mechanic were on duty and they had two vehicles in the three bays. A silver Malibu and a blue Subaru. One bay was empty. Joey rolled out from under the Chevy he was working on and cursed the air blue. “You fuckheads here again? Get out of here and let me work. I ain’t talking to y’all.”


“We’d like you to come to the office for a few more questions,” said Farrell. “Some new evidence has come to light, and we’d like to talk about it.”


“Ain’t going and you can’t make me. I answered your questions last time I was there. You guys are harassing me and my brother and there’s a law against it. My attorney is gonna sue your asses.” Joey stood up, pulled a rag out of the back pocket of his coveralls and wiped his hands.


“I doubt it,” said Farrell. “Benny Watson was your alibi in the Lauren Maxwell investigation and now your alibi is dead. You have to come up with a new one Joey and I’d bet you can’t do it.”


Bang. Bang.


Bang.


Three shots.


“Cuff him, Luke, and get him to the squad.” Farrell shouted over his shoulder as he took off running in the direction of the shots. He rounded the corner of the building in time to see Travis step out the back door and almost trip over Jeff Golden’s body.


Travis wasn’t shooting.


Farrell eyed the blood pouring out of Jeff Golden’s chest and pressed 911. “We need an ambulance.”


Seven minutes later sirens sounded, and Sheriff Oxford directed the paramedics to the back of the building. They attended to Jeff first and got him into the bus, then they started an IV and got the downed deputy onto a stretcher. Sheriff Oxford was visibly upset about his wounded deputy and sent the deputy’s partner to the hospital with him. “Jeff Golden is under arrest,” said Oxford, “attempted murder—two counts.”


Farrell nodded. Now he had to get the other Golden off the street.


 


AT THE SONORA Sheriff’s office, Farrell used the same interview room he’d used before but Joey Golden seemed to be the one asking the questions.


“Where’s Jeff? Did you guys shoot him again? I heard shots.”


“Your brother shot a deputy and the deputy returned fire. Jeff is in the hospital and so is the deputy he shot.”


“I have to call Daddy.” Jeff jerked on the handcuffs. “Give me my phone call.”


“You’ll get that call as soon as you’re booked, Joey. You’re being held on suspicion of murder.”


“Bullshit, I didn’t murder anybody.”


“You’ll have your chance to explain that in court,” said Farrell. “In the meantime, I want to know where you were last night while Jeff was at the roadhouse.”


“None of your business.”


“Do you know Robin Dawson?”


“Never heard of her,” Joey said a little too quickly. “Why?”


“She was at the roadhouse last night and she never made it home. You know something about that?”


“I said I didn’t know her,” he shouted. “Are you deaf?” Joey had become red in the face and agitated.


“Where were you last night? Do you have someone who will corroborate your whereabouts?”


“Home with my Dad. He’ll tell you.”


Farrell shook his head. “I’m not buying into the ‘home watching TV’ alibi, Joey. You have to come up with a better one than that.”


 


TRAVIS and Luke were left to search Twin Auto with a couple of techs from the Sonora crime lab assisting. All available deputies were filling in for Sheriff Oxford and the deputies at the hospital holding vigil over their downed comrade.


 The three garage bays were a mess of oil, grease and fire hazards. Tools strewn to hell and back and very few put into the tool chests where they belonged. Not many good places to hide a gun.


Luke took the front section—parts counter—reception—waiting area—all in one cramped eight by fourteen foot space.


Jeff had pulled a gun out from under the counter and shot the deputy with it, but it didn’t match the gun that killed Benny Watson. They needed a bigger caliber.


Travis wandered in after the techs had finished in the garage and asked, “Anything yet?”


“Not here in the reception area,” said Luke, “Are the techs still working in the office?”


“Uh huh,” said Travis. “I’ll start in the store room behind you. That’s all that’s left to do.”


“Which vehicles parked out back belong to Joey and Jeff?” asked Luke.


“Good question. I’ll ask one of the mechanics. They need to be searched and tagged.”


“Wouldn’t hurt to know where the tow truck was too,” said Luke.


Travis grinned.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE finished his coffee and picked up his cell and his truck keys from the table. Misty shook her head and tried to say something.


“What is it sweetheart?” asked Blaine. “You look so stressed.”


Declan pushed the notepad towards her, the one she’d been using to communicate when hand signals didn’t cut it.


Danger.


“Uh huh. There is added danger with the gangs kicking up.” He patted his jacket. “I’m wearing my vest.”


Stay here.


“I can’t stay here, Mist. The Chief wants me at headquarters. We’re having a meeting.”


Misty continued to shake her blonde curls.


“I’ll be okay. I promise.” Blaine leaned down, kissed her goodbye and left. He collected Carlos and Fletcher from the porch and jumped in the truck.


 


La Grange.


ANNIE texted Tyler after she cleared up the lunch dishes.


“Can you get away on the weekend? I’m looking for flights.”


“I want to. I’m clearing the way.”


“Let me know.”


“Give me another hour to talk to Paulie.”


“Why does nothing ever work out for me?”


Her phone rang in her hand and startled her. She almost dropped it.


It’s him. I don’t want another job.


“Sweetheart, I need you to take care of something for me.”


“What is it? I’m going away for the weekend.”


“Now is not a good time to be away.” He laid down the details of what he wanted done and Annie sighed.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE pulled into the parking lot at headquarters and turned off the engine. “The Chief is worked up about the gang thing,” said Blaine. It’s hard enough keeping the fuckers under control on a day to day without them trying to kill each other out in the open. Scares the shit out of the citizens.”


Carlos nodded. “Chief got a plan?”


“I wish he did, but he probably wants a plan from us.”


“Oh, I get it. He needs the pressure off him.”


“Something like that.” Blaine grabbed the door handle. “Let’s see what we can come up with.”


They’d almost reached the steps at the front entrance when a black SUV slowed on the street running parallel to the front of the building. The sound of automatic weapons bit through the air with ear-splitting ferocity. Blaine dove head first onto the steps and Carlos’ two hundred pounds landed on top of him, covering Blaine’s body with his own. Fletcher lagged two steps behind the other two and flopped flat on his belly on the pavement. Glass from the shattered front doors and windows of DPS rained down like jagged hailstones and sliced through exposed skin.


Over in seconds, yet the sounds echoed in their ears like they were in a canyon. The front doors—what was left of them—flew open and ten armed rangers stood on the steps aiming their weapons at nothing. The SUV was gone and so were the shooters.


“Stay put,” said Rocky. Wait for the ambulance.”


Carlos was the worst, his bare arms cut up from the flying glass. Blaine’s ribs still tender from the last time they’d been broken kicked up with brand new pain. The weight of Carlos landing on top of him might have saved his life, but probably contributed to a couple of fractured bones.


Fletcher stood up and dusted himself off. “I got a partial tag,” he mumbled, half dazed and unsteady on his feet.


“What did you get Fletch?” asked Ranger Ruskin. “Give it to me and I’ll piece it together. Make and model?”


“Escalade. Black. Looked like the one at Frobisher’s scene,” said Fletch. He rhymed off the letters and numbers he’d caught.


“That’s them,” said Blaine. “I’ve got the whole tag in my phone. He sat on the steps and pulled it up for Junie Ruskin.


“I’ll get the alert out,” she said and went inside.


Sirens sounded, and medics were soon on the scene for Carlos. The small shards of glass were imbedded in his skin and would have to be picked out at the hospital. “I’ll be a while here,” said Blaine. To Fletcher: “Go with your partner. I’m sending Lil with medical info and she’ll take y’all home afterwards.”


“Yeah, boss.” Fletcher was pale and looked like he might puke, but he pulled it together and headed for the ambulance.


Media vans had already begun rolling into the parking lot. The fuckers all had scanners and the sound of gunshots attracted them like sharks on chum.


Once Carlos and Fletcher had gone to the hospital, Blaine crunched his way up the glass covered steps and headed inside to the Chief’s office. His breath was chugging out of him in short gasps and he thought maybe he should have gone with the boys for an X-ray. Do it later. He collapsed into a chair in front of Chief Calhoun’s desk.


“That was too close, son. I want you out of the city for a few days until this settles a bit. Go help Farrell in Sonora. The gangs will wait. They’re like bad weather. They’re never far away.”


“Carlos is cut up. I’ve got to check on him.”


“Are you listening to me?” The Chief took his glasses off and Blaine noticed how pale he was.


“I am listening, Chief, and I could use a coffee. How about you?”


“Coffee or something twice as strong. What a shit day.”


“Misty warned me, and I should have listened to her. She wanted me to stay at home.”


“I wonder how she knows stuff like that?”


Blaine shook his head. “No idea. I’ll be right back. I’m getting bad coffee for both of us.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


AS SOON AS Joey Golden was booked and locked up in a holding cell, Farrell called the number Sheriff Oxford had given him for Brooke Morales. She said she’d called in to work and was home for the day. Farrell wrote down the address and drove to her apartment.


Brooke Morales was a beautiful Latino girl with long black hair, lovely coppery skin and dark eyes. Her eyes were slightly puffy and red-rimmed from crying, but she tried to smile as she opened the door and let Farrell in. “I have coffee. Can we sit in the kitchen?”


“Sure,” said Farrell. “Anywhere is good, and I’d love a coffee.”


“Cream and sugar?”


“Uh huh.”


Brooke fetched the cream from the fridge. “I already told Sheriff Oxford the whole story, I don’t have anything to add.”


“You’re asking why I’m here?”


“I guess so.” She sat down across from him and picked up a tissue.


“My boss has reopened several cases of missing girls in the Sonora area and I’m trying to link them together.”


“You mean link—like a serial killer?”


“Along those lines.”


Brooke made a little mewling noise and stifled a sob. “That means some maniac might be hurting Robin right this minute.”


If she isn’t already dead.


“That’s why I need your help, Miss Morales. Was Robin dancing with Jeff or Joey Golden at the roadhouse?” He unfolded a picture he’d enlarged from Joey’s mug shot. A little gray and grainy.


“Which one is he?” she asked.


“Both. They’re twins.”


“I think somebody like that was at her table, but it was pretty dark in there.”


“Low level lighting. Uh huh.”


“Is he the serial killer?”


“I don’t know. He’s a suspect. I have Joey in custody and his brother is in the hospital, so as of this moment they’re not a threat.”


“I don’t know them and I’m not sure if Robin knew any of the guys at her table. She was drinking too much, and she never did that. At least, not when we’ve been out together in the past.”


“Did Robin have a car?”


“It’s in the parking lot. I drove it home when she wouldn’t come with me.”


“Do you know the make and model?”


“It’s blue and I think it’s a Honda.”


“Do you know if she ever took it to Twin Auto for service or repairs?”


“I don’t know, I’m sorry.” Brooke dabbed at her eyes.


“No problem,” said Farrell. “Thanks for talking to me. You’ve been helpful.”


“Not much, I’m afraid. Please find her. I’m so worried.”


“I’ll do my best, Miss.” Farrell touched the brim of his hat like he’d seen Jesse do a thousand times. He took the elevator to the lobby then took a detour to tenant parking and searched for Brooke’s Honda. Not many cars in the parking lot. Most of the tenants were at work.


There it is. Blue Honda.


Farrell strode across the lot and checked the driver’s side of the windshield. Bingo. Oil change sticker from Twin Auto. He took a picture of it on his phone and sent it to Jesse.


He was halfway back to the sheriff’s office when Oxford called. “Jeff Golden died on the table. He didn’t make it through the surgery.”


“Notification?”


“Not necessary,” said the sheriff. “His father was in the waiting area.”


“I’m almost at your office. I’ll tell Joey.”


“I’ll should be back there in ten minutes,” said the sheriff.


Before getting out of his truck, Farrell called Travis to see if they had finished the search.


“All done, boss. Nothing here unless the techs have something they haven’t told us about yet.”


“Go to the barbeque place and order me a draft. I’m twenty minutes from being there and I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”


 


TRAVIS PARKED at the barbeque place they’d been frequenting, and his cell rang. “Go on ahead, Luke and get us a table.” Luke hopped out and Travis said hello to Annie. “What’s up, Annie-girl?”


“I have a job and I need you here. Can you leave Farrell?”


“Umm… we’re having a break in about ten minutes and I’ll run it by him. Can you tell me what’s going on?”


“Pointless if you can’t come.”


“True. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Promise.” He joined Luke inside and the first round of drafts were on the table.


 


FARRELL trudged downstairs to the holding area and stood outside Joey Golden’s cell for a moment listening to him snore.


The deputy on duty wandered Farrell’s way. “Need him awake, Ranger Donovan?”


“Yeah, I do. Have to tell him some bad news.”


The deputy opened the cell and rousted Joey awake. Joey woke swinging and cursing, and the deputy jumped back out of range. He stepped out of the cell and locked it.


“Why’d you wake me up, asshole? This one of y’all’s fucked up jail games?”


“Joey, I’ve got some bad news,” said Farrell.


“Nothing could be worse than me sitting in this hell-hole.”


“This might be a close second, Joey. Your brother didn’t make it through surgery. He died on the table a few minutes ago.”


“You fucking liar,” Joey screeched so loud his throat was hoarse. “You’d say anything to get to me, wouldn’t you?” He lunged at the bars and growled like a caged gorilla.


Farrell turned his back and stomped up the stairs.


While he waited for Sheriff Oxford to return from the hospital, Farrell smoked outside in the designated area. To the right of the office entrance there was a bench and a receptacle. Farrell planned to touch base with the sheriff as a courtesy, mention his interview with Miss Morales and tell him that the missing girl had also been a customer of Twin Auto, then he needed a beer and some food before calling Jesse and giving him a full report.


The Sheriff pulled in and parked in his designated spot under a tall ash tree and not two seconds behind him, right on his tail, was the old truck from the Golden farm—the father’s truck. Without paying too much notice to the old truck, Sheriff Oxford stepped out of his vehicle and strode towards the building. His deputy hung back and stood beside the squad talking on his cell.


Old Mr. Golden jumped out of the pickup with a shotgun in his hand and ran faster than an old man should’ve been able to run. He zipped through the line of parked cars endeavoring to get a clear sightline on the Sheriff. “You assholes killed my son,” he hollered and levelled the shotgun at Sheriff Oxford’s back.


Bang.


The old farmer dropped to the pavement with a hole in his forehead.


Sheriff Oxford pivoted around, not having a clue he’d barely escaped being shot.


The deputy was on the run from the parking area, having witnessed the whole scenario. “You okay, Sheriff? That maniac was about to kill you dead.” He offered a hand to Farrell. “Nice shot, Dead-Eye.”


“Thanks.”


I hate it when they call me that.


He handed off his SW to the deputy and escorted a shaky Sheriff Oxford to his office. Before leaving the building, Farrell ran downstairs to holding and hollered through the run to Joey. “Your Daddy came to kill the sheriff and I put one in his head. You’re all alone now, asshole. Chew on that.”


 


LUKE AND TRAVIS were on their third draft by the time Farrell made it to the barbeque place. “I thought you said twenty minutes, boss.” said Luke. “We didn’t know if we should order or not.”


“Bit of a complication,” said Farrell as he slid onto a chair. “Old man Golden came to kill the sheriff after Jeff expired in surgery.”


“Oh, shit,” said Travis. “Did you take him out?”


“Had to,” said Farrell. “The old prick was running straight at Oxford with a shotgun.”


After a big meal of ribs, brisket, potato wedges and a couple of coffees Travis tested the waters. “Annie needs me. What’s the time frame here?”


“Only Joey left and he’s temporarily out of the picture. He won’t be arraigned until tomorrow morning. Luke and I will search the farmhouse tonight, and if nothing turns up, I’m stuck. I’ve got nothing solid linking Joey to any of the girls. Sure, we’ve got complaints and journal entries and oil stickers, but no weapon and no bodies.”


“We need to know where he’s stashing the bodies,” said Luke.


“Maybe Misty could help with that,” said Travis, “if you had something from the new missing girl and Lauren Maxwell.”


“Uh huh. Good thought,” said Farrell. “I’ll get that for you now. Wait at the hotel for me.”


 


WHILE TRAVIS waited at the Hampton Inn for Farrell to collect the girls’ clothing for Misty, he called Annie and let her know he was coming. “Should be back by dark, A-girl. We on for tonight?”


“Come to the ranch for dinner and we’ll make a plan.”


“Best invitation I’ve had all day. See you in a few hours.”


 


FARRELL CALLED Mrs. Maxwell and Brooke Morales from the parking lot of the restaurant and told them what he needed. It took him half an hour to collect the articles of clothing and drive back to the Hampton Inn.


Travis was waiting in the room with Luke when Farrell arrived. They were chewing over the case at the table by the window and Luke was hard at it making notes of what they had and what they needed. What they needed was a much longer list than what they had. Joey and Jeff had been careful.


“Here you go,” said Farrell. “I marked them. This shirt belonged to Robin Dawson—she’s the most recent one—and this blouse belonged to Lauren Maxwell. Mrs. Maxwell had washed everything belonging to her daughter, but Robin’s shirt is out of the laundry hamper and may give Misty better results.


“At least it will for the dogs,” said Travis, “if we ever get that far.” He put the clothing into the plastic laundry bag supplied by the hotel and picked up his duffel. “I’ll have Blacky call as soon as Misty does her thing.”


 


Austin.


LILY took care of the paperwork at Saint Michael’s, then waited with Fletcher for an hour while a doctor and a nurse picked glass fragments out of Carlos. His bare arms took the worst of it and he had gashes needing stitches on both arms. The back of his head and his neck caught a couple of shards and his neck seemed to be bothering him the most. As soon as he was ready to go, Lily drove him home.


“Thanks for waiting for me, Lily,” said Carlos. “Appreciate it. I’d ask y’all in but I feel like sleeping.”


Lily smiled. “You should be sleeping. I’ll drive you on Monday to have the stitches checked.”


“I can drive myself,” said Carlos. “I’m a big boy.”


“Wait and see,” said Lily. She winked at him as he got out of her car.


 


BLAINE worked in his office at home on the Chief’s orders. Calhoun wanted him out of town and Blaine was thinking about it, but he hated to abandon the people he loved in case—just in case. His cell rang, and it was Travis. “Hey, Trav, what’s up in Sonora?”


“Lots. Coming back now and I’ll catch you up.” He told Blaine about the clothes he was bringing for Misty. “The boys need the bodies, boss. They’re stuck.”


“I’ll talk to her and see if she can do it. Since… well, she’s not the same and might never be.”


“Yeah, I understand.”


 


MISTY and Carm were in the front parlor watching another big reveal on HGTV. Something they enjoyed daily, especially Carm. She was addicted to the Property Brothers and a couple of the other shows. He waited politely for the big moment to pass, then said to Misty, “Can I talk to you in the office for a minute?”


She nodded her head and Blaine pushed the wheelchair down the hall and through the office door. He knelt down in front of her legs and held her hands in his. “I know you don’t feel like yourself and I don’t want to push you into anything you’re not ready for.”


“What?” she mouthed the word and no sound came out.


“Travis is bringing some clothing that belonged to two of the missing girls Farrell is looking for in Sonoma.”


She nodded and pointed to the desk.


Blaine grabbed a pad and a pen.


I can do it.


Blaine kissed her. “Thanks, sweetheart.”


She scribbled something else and showed him.


I love you, Beb.


“I love you too, Mist, and I don’t care how long it takes or even if you never get any better, I’ll love you just the same.”


Tears welled up in her blue eyes.


 


AFTER DINNER, Declan took Misty upstairs to rest for an hour before Travis arrived and Blaine went back to work. He’d barely started when the black cat came on the screen.


“Are you okay? I heard about the drive-by and I want things like that to stop. I’m so furious and frustrated because I don’t know what I can do to make the violence go away.”


“Not much you can do, Cat. Carlos took the worst of it. He covered me and got cut up from the front doors shattering. I’m sure pictures of the doors have already been on the news.”


“They have. On every channel,” said Cat. “Do you know who it was?”


“I do, and the Chief is sending people, but he forbade me to go myself.”


“Wise move on his part,” said Cat. “They try to kill you and you turn around and walk through their front door.”


“It’s what I would have done. Absolutely.”


 


La Grange.


ANNIE sat at the granite island with a coffee after she’d cleaned up the dinner dishes and she happened to see footage of the front doors of the DPS building. The news anchor with the perfect hair said the attempt was directed at Ranger Blackmore and his men, but they were all okay.


The man is right. I can’t go away right now. I’ll kill those bastards. Every last one of them.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


MISTY was up from her nap and drinking tea in the kitchen with Declan and Carm when Travis arrived from Sonora. Blaine was drinking coffee; a Panama blend he was addicted to. Tea was not his thing.


“Hey, Travis, you need to catch me up on what’s going on out there in west Texas. Farrell’s been sending stuff to Jesse, but I’ve been out of the loop with this other shit going on.”


Travis raised an eyebrow. “I heard about some other shit on the radio driving here that I wasn’t happy about. They tried for you this morning.”


Blaine gave his head a tiny shake and glanced in Misty’s direction.


“Oh, sorry, Misty. I thought you knew.”


She stared in silence into her tea.


“Anyway, now that I’ve stuck my foot in it. Here are the shirts from the two most recent missing girls. Farrell needs a locate on at least one of them. He’s run everything down and…”


Blaine nodded. “He needs a body.”


“Sad but true,” said Travis. “And Joey Golden ain’t saying anything along those lines.”


Misty took the plastic bag from Travis and nodded her head.


“Where are you comfortable?” asked Blaine. “In the office?”


She nodded, and Declan stood up to take her.


“I’ll take her Dec,” said Blaine. “Finish your tea.”


Travis followed along behind and leaned against the bookcase wall to watch Misty. Declan came in quietly with his cup in his hand and sat nearby.


“These are marked,” said Blaine, as he took the shirts out of the bag. “This first one belonged to Lauren Maxwell.”


“She’s the girl who went missing on New Year’s Eve,” said Travis.


“Okay, let’s try her first.” Blaine handed the shirt to Misty and sat down in the chair closest to the wheelchair.


Misty held Lauren’s cotton blouse in her hands for a while, sitting still, her eyes closed, and nothing happened. She opened her eyes and shook her head.


“That’s okay,” said Blaine. He took the blouse from her and gave her Robin Dawson’s t-shirt.


As soon as Misty touched the shirt she started to cry. Heart-wrenching sobs came from her damaged throat and she started to gag.


Blaine leaned over and tried to take the shirt from her and she clutched it closer to her chest. She shivered so hard Blaine thought she might be having a seizure.


Declan moved closer and cast Blaine an inquiring eye. It was obvious, her caregiver didn’t like what was happening. The tremors stopped, and without warning Misty suddenly stood up. Blaine stood up beside her with his arms out to catch her if she fell. She took two steps forward and collapsed onto the carpet.


“She fainted,” said Declan.


“Aw, shit,” said Blaine. “I hate it when this happens. It’s too much for her.”


Declan scooped up his patient and laid her on the leather sofa. “I’ll get water for her.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Friday, May 8th.


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL WOKE when Avery’s alarm went off at a quarter to six. He rolled over, took her in his arms and held her close. She’d asked him to stay the night before and he didn’t know if he should. He was still carrying around some guilt over Mary. But Avery needed him, and he had an overwhelming desire to take care of her and keep her safe. Was he in love with her? He had no idea. He thought he loved Mary but when push came to shove he couldn’t make the commitment.


  Avery got out of bed and headed straight into the shower. She had to feed and dress the little guy and take him to her mother’s house before she started work at eight.


Farrell headed to the tiny kitchen and fumbled around with the coffee maker. After he was a little wider awake he realized Avery had it all set up and all he had to do was push the button. He opened the door of the trailer and stood on her front step to smoke.


Almost daylight, but not quite, the air was damp and cool, and a breeze was blowing from the north that might bring rain. Texas always needed rain—except when there was too much rain and the floods came.


His thoughts wandered to Annie and he was suddenly homesick. He wanted to go home to the ranch.


The door opened behind him and Avery touched his arm. “Coffee’s ready.”


“Great.” Farrell turned around, gave her a quick hug and sat down at the table next to little Diego in his highchair. The little guy looked half asleep and it was a shame to wake him up and move him before fuckin daylight. For some reason, that upset Farrell.


“What’s wrong?” asked Avery. She was shaking cereal into a bowl.


“Nothing.” Farrell wasn’t a big talker in the morning.


“What do you want for breakfast?”


“Coffee is good. I’ll eat at the hotel. I’m waiting for… some reports.”


“You haven’t said much about the investigation, Farrell. You think Sylvie is dead, don’t you?”


Farrell drained his cup and set it on the table. “I’d better go.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE had insisted that Misty go straight to bed the night before after passing out in the office and Declan agreed. Still weak from her ordeal in New Orleans, she needed more rest. Whatever she’d seen she could tell them in the morning.


Blaine rolled over and checked the time on his phone. Six o’clock. The moment he moved, Lexi and Hoodoo bounced up off their doggie beds and stood at the door waiting. “Yeah, I see y’all over there. Hang on.” He tried to get out from under the sheets without waking Misty, but she was a light sleeper and since her brain injury she woke often with nightmares. Who wouldn’t after what she’d suffered?


She touched his hand and tried to say something.


“I’ll let the dogs out and come right back.”


She nodded and sat up.


Blaine was back as soon as he could make it. The stairs gave him trouble since his ribs were injured the day before. He promised Chief Calhoun he’d go for an X-ray today to see how much damage had been done. He sat on Misty’s side of the bed and held her hand. “Did you want to talk to me?”


She nodded.


“I’ll get you some paper.” He strode across the huge bedroom to an antique writing desk in the corner. He loved the desk the first time he saw it in Annie’s shop in La Grange and he had to have it. He claimed it and brought it home.


He picked up a notepad and opened the drawer searching for a pen.


I’ll be so glad when she can talk.


Misty took the pen and began writing. Blaine watched, and she was writing and writing. A lot of writing. Then she flipped the page and started drawing. Looking at the page upside down he tried to figure out what she was drawing. A whole bunch of pointy things and something that might have been water. He didn’t want to interrupt so he said nothing and waited.


When she finished she gave the pad back to him.


Robin is in a cave. Someone ripped her clothes off and hurt her, then tied her up and left her. She’s cold and she’s hungry. It’s cold and damp in there and there’s water dripping from the ceiling. The caves are near Sonora but not the famous caves. The one where Robin is, is closer to a farm. She can hear cattle and she’s crying and calling out. I tried to hear what she was saying but all I could hear was the cows.  


Blaine turned the page and looked at the drawing. It looked like a farm laneway with fences on both sides and a lot of stick cattle, then a wooded area with a pathway that led to a cave. The drawing of the inside of the cave was complicated with stalactites and stalagmites everywhere. According to Misty, Robin was in the third compartment from the entrance.


“This is fantastic stuff, sweetheart. I’ll send this to Farrell right away, then I’ll put the kettle on for you.”


Misty smiled.


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL was in his truck heading back to Sonora when Blacky phoned. “Got your tablet with you?”


“It’s at the hotel and I’m not there yet. Fifteen minutes.”


“Didn’t you sleep at the hotel?”


“Umm… no. I’ll explain later. What are you sending me?”


“Everything Misty wrote down this morning. She had the vision last night, but she fainted, and Declan took her straight up to bed. See if you can put the pieces together and find Robin. Misty says Robin Dawson is alive.”


Farrell stepped on the gas. “Okay, great. I’m putting it into high gear. Talk to you soon, bro.”


He parked as close as he could to the front entrance of the hotel, tore into the breakfast room as the kitchen staff were setting things up and grabbed four muffins and two coffees.


Luke woke when Farrell blasted into their room and set the food and coffee on the table. He was none too quiet as he scrambled around looking for his i-Pad. “I brought you food, partner. No time for a real breakfast. We’ve got something from Misty and I want to get going on it.”


“Isn’t Joey’s arraignment this morning?”


“We may have to skip that.” Farrell dumped the Wal-Mart bag he was using for luggage onto the bed and grabbed up his tablet. He plugged it in and hoped it had enough juice to receive Blacky’s email. “Come on. Come on, you fucker. Show me that email.”


“What’s got you so wound, partner?” asked Luke.


“Misty’s telling us where the girls are, that’s what. At least one of them is still breathing, so we’ve got to bust ass and find her.”


“It’s not just a story then, is it? Misty does have the LeJeune powers, doesn’t she?” Luke pushed back the comforter and got out of bed.


Farrell fiddled with the tablet and couldn’t get it to boot up.


“Let me see that for a minute,” Luke took it, pressed a couple of things and handed it back. “Sign into your email and see if it’s there now.”


Farrell sat down at the table, blew out a breath and tried to focus. He had so much adrenaline pumping through his veins he could barely sit still long enough to read a word. “Okay, listen to this. “Robin’s in a cave.” Farrell read the rest of the message and then passed the tablet to Luke.


“Do you think the cave could be on the Golden farm property?”


“Sounds like it might be,” said Farrell. “If Joey makes bail, he’ll go straight home probably, with both his brother and father dead, he might need to go home and do stuff. Make arrangements and like that.”


“Let’s go to the farm,” said Luke as he tugged on his jeans. As he dressed he sipped his coffee and took a couple bites of his muffin. “Maybe Sheriff Oxford can spare a couple of men to help us search.”


“I’ll call on the way. Let’s go.”


 


La Grange.


ANNIE was up at six helping Rosalie prepare breakfast for the cowboys. She’d have to find a way to tell Tyler they couldn’t have a weekend away because of the danger Blaine was in. She was the one who talked up Santa Fe, and now she had to nix it. Tyler would wonder about that and there would be questions. He knew her a little too well, but the man said she couldn’t leave and she’d never tested him. Not a good idea to start now.


Her cell jangled on the granite island and her heart skipped a beat. “It’s Tyler already.” She picked it up and let out the breath she was holding. Travis.


“Hey, girl, I have to watch Blacky’s back today, but I’ll try to work in a little shopping too. If you go out, get this stuff.” He read her a list and she scribbled it on the bottom of her grocery list. “I can shop this morning. I’m getting groceries anyway.”


“Should I come to the ranch after work?”


“Yep, come for dinner and we’ll get ready.”


“See you later.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WEARING a grim look on his face, Declan brought Misty downstairs for breakfast and Blaine knew instantly something was wrong. He wasn’t a medical professional like Declan, but Blaine focused on Misty’s beautiful face and he could see for himself. Her blue eyes were cloudy and staring into space and she’d never been so pale. He stood up, his heart pounding and said, “Take her to the hospital.”


Declan nodded. “I suggested as much and Miss Misty is against it.”


“We’ll all go,” said Blaine. “Now.”


Travis was parking his truck as Declan wheeled Misty onto the front porch. Blaine closed the door and locked it and hollered to Travis, “You drive my truck. Misty has to go to the hospital.”


“Better if we’re not in your truck, boss. Chief’s orders.”


“Yeah, okay. Whatever.”


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL AND LUKE drove out of town to the deceased Gareth Golden’s hundred acre farm. In the natural order of things, the farm now belonged to Joey Golden. That fact alone opened up a lot of possibilities.


Farrell parked the truck and hopped out. He handed Luke earbuds. “Should we wait for Oxford’s men?”


Luke seemed to be the voice of reason. “We called them. We should give them time to get here.”


“I’m a little hyped,” said Farrell. “If Robin is alive I don’t want her to die while we’re dicking around getting organized.”


“I get it,” said Luke. “The search is urgent, but they should be here in five minutes.”


And they were.


Five minutes later, the sheriff’s car arrived followed by another squad. Four extra men.


“Did Joey make bail?” he asked as Oxford stepped out of his vehicle.


“His attorney pled for bereavement time, so Joey could bury his brother and father.”


“Sad story and we had no new evidence against him. Guess it worked. Huh?”


“He’ll be coming this way. Mr. Hill was driving Joey to the garage to pick up his truck.”


“Wish I had my dogs,” said Farrell.


“How do you want to play this?” asked Sheriff Oxford.


“I’m thinking, Luke and one of your men will start a search of the house and detain Joey when he arrives,” said Farrell. “Cuff him to the porch railing or something. We’ll have the evidence we need shortly. Also, we need an ambulance on stand-by in case we find Robin Dawson alive.”


“Okay, I’m down with all of that,” said Oxford. He called for an ambulance, then asked. “Do you have any idea where the young lady might be hidden?”


“Uh huh. Let’s go test out my information.”


As they trudged down the rutted back lane, Oxford sounded puzzled, “You seem certain were going to find the girls. Where did you get this information?”


“It was a tip,” said Farrell. “All I can tell you.”


“Hope it wasn’t bullshit,” said one of the deputies loping along behind them. “Most tips are bullshit and I’m already out of wind.”


Farrell did a visual of the laneway in front of him. Fences on both sides exactly like Misty’s drawing and both fields were full of mooing bovines. She couldn’t hear Robin because the cows were so loud.


They are loud. Wonder how far before we come to the woods in the picture?


Farrell didn’t have to wonder long. A thick stand of trees appeared in the distance and they were almost there. “There’s supposed to be a path through the woods that lead to a cave.”


Sheriff Oxford pointed to the right. “That opening might be a path.”


“Let’s try it,” said Farrell.


“Drag marks on the dirt,” said one of the deputies. “He could have driven as far as the woods, then dragged a body back here.”


“Look for an entrance to the cave,” said Farrell.


The sheriff kept on prodding him. “You have pretty detailed information, Ranger Donovan. Mind telling me how you got it?”


“Uh huh.” Farrell went over the picture in his head and remembered the rocks. “Should be two big rocks.”


“Over there.” One of the deputies pointed. So many scrub bushes had grown to heights of ten and twelve feet, the cave was invisible.


“Roll them out of the way,” said Farrell. He pushed branches back to reveal an arch in the stone about five feet high. The opening wasn’t wide. Two feet at the most. He ducked his head, squished through and stood up inside. Much higher inside the cavern, but dark and damp. Water dripping was the first thing he heard as he turned on his Maglite and shone it around the cave.


The first room wasn’t too large, maybe four paces long. Twelve or fourteen feet, then another rough archway. Oxford and the deputies pushed in behind him with flashes of their own and provided more light.


“Let’s keep going,” said Farrell.


The second chamber was bigger and filled with the pointy things Misty had drawn. He didn’t know the names of them and didn’t care. He hated caves and cramped spaces. As they crossed through the second room the smell of death became more prevalent and hung heavy on the air. They were getting close to something. Farrell swallowed hard trying to keep his coffee and muffin down.


Then he heard her. Robin was crying. He shone the light into the third chamber and spotted her. Naked and tied up, lying on the cold gritty floor of the cave. Farrell dropped to his knees to help Robin and she pulled back from him. She was shaking with fear.


“I’m a cop, Robin. I’m here to help you. I won’t hurt you.” He turned to the others and barked out a couple of orders. “One of you guys run back and tell the ambulance to drive as far as they can down the lane and wait. Also, call for a crime scene unit. By the stink of it, there has to be corpses farther back.”


“I’ll go,” said one of the deputies.


Farrell brushed Robin’s tangled hair back from her face and touched the duct tape over her mouth. “I’m going to take this off, Robin. It might hurt at little bit, okay?” She lay perfectly still, and Farrell eased the tape off as gently as he could. “I’m gonna untie you now.”


He had Robin half untied when he heard another noise. A scuffling or kicking sound. He let go of the plastic ties on Robin’s ankles and shone the light in the direction of the sound thinking it was some cave-dwelling animal. The Maglite lit up the other side of the cave and there was another girl close to the far wall. Long dark hair. Was it Sylvie Dennison? He couldn’t tell. “Over there. Help that girl. Untie her and get her out of here. If two are alive we have to look for more. It’s dark in here and the cave is large. We don’t want to miss anybody.”


Sheriff Oxford shuffled over to help Sylvie and the one remaining deputy shone his light over every inch looking for more victims. “No more in here, Ranger. Should I go further back?”


“Take a look,” said Farrell. “By the smell of it, it might not be what you want to see.”


The deputy disappeared into the blackness, but Farrell heard him nonetheless when he caught sight of whatever was in chamber number four.


When Robin was untied Farrell whipped off his t-shirt and slipped it over her head before he carried her outside. “Let’s get you out of this cave where you can breathe some better air. I’m gonna pick you up, okay with that?”


She tried to smile at him.


I don’t want to think about what the Golden boys did to these girls.


When Farrell got to the entrance he had to set Robin on her feet. “Okay, you bend down and go through. I’m right behind you and I’ll pick you up on the other side.”


Robin squinted her eyes shut. The sun was so bright, and she’d been in the dark for a few days. “The ambulance should be on the other side of this bush.” He picked her up and trudged through the woods until he got to the laneway.


At the back door of the ambulance Farrell tried to hand her off to the paramedics and she wouldn’t let go of his neck. “You’ll be safe with the medics, Robin. I have to go back and get Sylvie.”


“You know my name,” she whispered.


“Uh huh. “Miss Brooke is worried about you and I’ve been to see her a couple times.”


“I was stupid.” Robin started to cry.


“I’ll take her, Ranger,” said one of the paramedics. “I’ve got a blanket for you, Miss, and some water.”


Robin nodded and let go of Farrell.


Farrell was halfway through the bush on his way back to the cave when he met a shirtless Sheriff Oxford coming his way carrying Sylvie Dennison. She’d been confined longer and was in worse condition than Robin Dawson.


“You okay, Sheriff, or could you use some help?”


Sheriff Oxford happily let Farrell take Sylvie. “I’m not in as good shape as you are Donovan. I’ll let you take over.”


Farrell made his second trip back to the ambulance carrying Sylvie Dennison—he was pretty sure it was her from the picture Avery had given him—but she was limp and not totally conscious. Wait and see. He’d let Avery know and she could come to the hospital.


The ambulance took off with sirens wailing and the two girls inside. Farrell trudged up the laneway to the farmhouse expecting to see Joey’s pickup and possibly Joey Golden in the flesh, but he wasn’t there.


Luke had finished a run through the house and sat on the porch steps smoking. “Not much to see inside, boss, and Joey never showed.”


“I thought he’d book it straight home from the courthouse,” said Farrell. “Weird. We found Robin Dawson and Sylvie Dennison in case nobody told you. I’ve gotta let Avery know.”


He walked away from the deputies chatting on the porch to make the call and Avery didn’t answer. He left a message, then called Jesse.


“Farrell, any good news?”


“Found two alive, boss. Misty was right on the money about the cave. Techs are in there now doing a body count.”


“Jeeze, I can’t imagine. I’m so happy two girls are alive. Excellent job, Farrell. Excellent.”


“Thanks, boss. Hope we can get out of here soon after we write up some reports.”


“You need to get back with the gang thing heating up. They tried again for Blacky yesterday.”


“Shit, nobody told me. I should be there.”


“Yeah, you should. Clean up in Sonora as soon as you can.”


“I will, boss.”


 


Austin. Texas.


BLAINE PACED in the waiting room at the hospital while the doctor examined Misty. Declan had already given his opinion and Misty needed a specialist, not some random hospital doctor on call with too many patients to look at in an hour.


Blaine did what he always did when he needed advice. He called his Mom.


“Hey, sweetheart. Are you staying safe?”


“I’m not even driving in my own truck, Mom, but that’s not why I’m calling.”


“You sound upset. What is it?”


“Misty has had a setback and I may have caused it asking her to do—you know—like woo woo stuff to help Farrell. Dec says she needs a specialist in head injuries and…”


“And you want the name of my doctor?”


“And I’m gonna need a referral, Mom. How am I gonna get that?”


“Let me call you back, sugar boy.”


Blaine blew out a breath. “Thanks, Mom.”


Declan raised a dark brow wondering if Blaine would share. “Mom’s calling her doc.”


Dec nodded. “I think Doctor Kaplan would be the best, but last I heard he wasn’t seeing any new patients.”


Blaine’s cell rang. “That was fast.”


“Doctor Kaplan will see her at the Neurology Center at three. He’s expecting her.”


“That’s a load off, Mom. Thanks so much. I can’t tell you how relieved I am. I’ll call later.”


 


La Grange. Texas.


ANNIE ended her call, happy she was able to help Blaine. She parked her truck close to Home Depot, picked up the list from the passenger seat and tore inside to do some shopping. She was going to be late for her lunch at the Bistro with Tyler.


While she stood at the checkout counter, she texted and gave him a heads-up.


“Running behind, sugar. Ten minutes.”


“Okay. Have a beer waiting for you.”


She arrived at the restaurant a little out of breath and slightly apprehensive about stalling Tyler on the weekend getaway after it had been mostly her idea. She flopped down into the chair across from him and chugged half her draft.


“Oh, I needed that so much.”


“Why are you out of breath?”


“A lot to do, and that brings me to my next topic you’re not going to be too happy about… I can’t get away this weekend. There’s a situation in the city and Blaine is in danger. A lot of his men are hurt and out of action and I have to watch him.”


Tyler sipped his beer and pondered it. He never got excited about too much of anything. “It’s okay, baby.” Then he smiled. “We’ll meet down the back lane or in the back of my truck.”


Annie giggled. “Either or.”


Tyler reached across the table for her hand and then withdrew it quickly when Jesse came through the door.


“What are you two doing here?” he asked.


“Same thing you are,” said Tyler. “Eating.”


“I think I’ll eat somewhere else.” Jesse spun around and walked out.


“Shit,” said Tyler. “Why does he do that?”


 


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL drove with Luke to the Sonora hospital to check on the condition of the two girls to see if they were up to giving statements.


“I can’t get ahold of Avery to tell her to come to the hospital,” said Farrell, “and it’s driving me a bit nuts, so I’m going to drive up there. She would want to know right away about her sister.”


“Course she would,” said Luke, “but you got something special going on with her, don’t you partner?”


“I think so,” said Farrell. “I’ve got no marker.” He changed topics. “Sheriff Oxford put out a BOLO on Joey’s truck, but I think we’ve got a tag on it. Where’s that tag showing up?”


“I was thinking about that,” said Luke, “and I’m guessing it’s showing on Travis’ phone.”


“Shit,” said Farrell. “I’ll call him while I’m driving up to Bluebonnet and see if he’s out of range or if he can see it.”


“Are you picking me up later?”


“If you’re finished and I’m not back, call a cab and go to the Sheriff’s office. Help out with the paperwork and send copies of everything to Jesse and Chief Calhoun. I want a full report on all the bodies they bring out of the cave and the Chief will want that too. Those bodies and bones are going to match to a lot of cold cases in this area, but with a lab smaller than ours, it’s gonna take a while.”


 


La Grange.


JESSE stomped out of the Bistro fuming and cursing as he headed for his truck. He’d spent the morning in the tack shop waiting for several bridles to be repaired and thought he’d grab a bite of lunch. The last people he expected to see were Tyler and Annie… together.


They’d been a couple a long time ago and with him moving from Coulter-Ross and taking Charity with him, he could see how broken-hearted Annie was. He’d always been the cause of all their relationship problems and after leaving her like he did, he should step away and leave her in peace.


He sat in the Quantrall truck in front of the tack shop trying to calm his breathing and while he was doing that, he checked his messages. One from Farrell.


“The crime scene people are in the cave. Multiple bodies and bones. It’s gonna to take a long while. Full report later.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL arrived at Avery’s trailer and she wasn’t there. He thought it was almost time for her to be done work. What time did she quit? Was it five or six? Did she mention the time she was done? She might have but he couldn’t remember. Would she want me to come to her work and tell her about her sister? He was sure she would.


He drove out of the small trailer park and turned right. How many ranches down the road had she said? Jeeze, he was a terrible listener. He drove through the gate of the third one thinking it looked like a horse ranch. He passed the house and drove straight to the big cream barn. He parked, jumped out and pulled open one of the heavy double doors.


Inside it was cool and smelled familiar, just like the barn at Coulter-Ross. He stopped and asked the first hand he came to, a cowboy forking horse shit into a wheelbarrow. “Avery Dennison work here?”


The guy shook his head and pointed. “One more ranch that way. You’re the second guy looking for her today. Must be nice to be popular.”


Second guy? No. That can’t be true.


Barely able to breathe, Farrell broke into a run.


 


Austin. Texas.


BLAINE sat in his second doctor’s waiting room of the day holding Misty’s hand while she waited for the appointment Annie had made for her. “Mom loves this guy, sweetheart, so you might like him too.”


Misty gave him a half smile and nodded, but she didn’t look convinced.


 


Sonora. Texas.


AT THE HOSPITAL in Sonora, Luke waited while both girls were checked out physically and the rape kits done. The doctor taking care of them decided to hold both of them overnight for observation to be on the safe side. By the time all that was done, Luke had consumed far too much bad coffee and found himself wishing he’d gone to the cafeteria for a decent lunch and a Coke instead.


A nurse came to fetch him when the girls were settled in their room. They’d been placed in a double room together with a deputy from the Sheriff’s Office posted at the door.


Luke sat down with Robin first because Sylvie Dennison was in and out. Sometimes aware and crying and other times unmoving. He figured her statement might not be available for a day or two.


“Miss Dawson,” Luke began in his slow Louisiana drawl, “I’m Luke Hyslop from State Violent Crime and I’m here to listen to your statement and record it.” He set up the interview and started the small recorder.


Robin turned her head and began crying. “I don’t know if I can talk about it,” she said between sobs. “I want to forget about what happened and go home.”


“I understand that, Miss, but we need to hear what happened and you have you tell us who did this to you, so we can bring the perpetrator to justice.” Luke leaned in closer. “No pressure and no need to rush. You take all the time you need, and as many breaks as you want. Okay?”


Robin took a deep breath and said, “Okay.”


Luke pulled a notebook out of his pocket in case he needed to remember anything important.


“It was all of them,” said Robin. “Joey took me from the roadhouse and I can only remember bits and pieces of that night. He might have put something in my drink, or his twin brother did. I didn’t see them do it, but I left my drink on the table when I was dancing.” She paused and shook her head. “I was stupid. Totally stupid.”


“We all make mistakes, Miss Robin.”


“When I woke up—no idea when it was or what time it was—but an old man was on top of me.” She made a face and inhaled a couple of times. “He smelled like manure or a barn or something and he was raping me.” Robin sniffled, and Luke handed her a tissue. “Joey and his brother were staring down at me and smiling. They were waiting for a turn.” Robin choked back a sob and said, “It was horrible. They hurt me so bad.”


 “Do you know where that was?” asked Luke.


“I don’t know,” said Robin. “In a house somewhere. It looked like an old house. It wasn’t new, but it was big.”


Luke jotted down farmhouse.


“After they finished with me, Joey wouldn’t let me get my clothes or clean up in the bathroom or anything. He laughed at me when I said I wanted to get dressed and pushed me out the door naked. He took me straight to the horrible cave and tied me up.” Robin glanced across the room. “That was the first time I saw Sylvie. She was already there in that cold, wet place and I don’t know how long she’d been there.”


“She was taken a few days before you,” said Luke. “We were trying to find her.”


“I’m afraid of snakes and spiders and I just knew there were thousands of them in the cave. I could feel them crawling on me and my hands were tied, and I couldn’t get them off me.”


Robin shuddered thinking about the spiders. “Did you lock Joey up? I’m afraid he’ll come and take me away again.”


“My partner is taking care of that,” said Luke, “and I don’t want you to worry. You’re safe here in your room. There’s a police officer sitting on a chair right outside the door.”


“Is there?” Robin raised her head and tried to see. “I didn’t know that.”


Luke stood up and turned off the recorder. He opened the door of the room and the female officer in uniform came in and introduced herself.


“I’m Deputy Cheryl Young and I’m right outside the door to protect you girls.” She smiled at Robin.


“Thank you,” said Robin. “I didn’t know you were there, but I’m glad you are.”


Luke said, “I’ll be back tomorrow to check on y’all. You rest now.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL drove out the ranch laneway at warp speed kicking up a rooster tail of dust behind his truck. He took a sharp right and tried the next laneway feeling the tension building in his chest.


Be there, Avery. Please be mucking out a stall.


Farrell rammed the truck into park, left the truck running and ran for the barn door. He blasted inside and nearly ran down an older man with a pitchfork in his hand.


“Help you, son?”


“Does Avery Dennison work here?” he asked out of breath.


“She does, but she left a while ago. A man came and picked her up. Said he’d found her missing sister and was taking her there.”


Farrell shook the man’s hand quickly, spun around and left.


“Her truck is still here,” the rancher called after him.


Where would he take her? He can’t go home.


 


La Grange. Texas.


TRAVIS eased his truck into the line of vehicles in front of Annie’s garage at Coulter-Ross. He’d just turned off the engine when Farrell called.


“Hey, man, have you got a read on where Joey’s truck is?”


“What’s wrong? You sound panicky.”


“Joey made bail and I thought he’d go home and we were ready for him at the farmhouse. But he didn’t go home at all, he went straight to Bluebonnet and scooped Avery from the ranch where she worked.”


“Jesus, no. I’m sorry, man. Let me check my phone. Hang on a sec.” Travis checked. “Nope. Nothing. He might have swept his truck after he left it sitting at the garage.”


“Yeah, he figured we’d tag him. Okay, thanks.”


“Hey, give me an update later, would you?” asked Travis. “I don’t like being out of the loop.”


“Yep, back at you, partner.”


 


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL checked Avery’s trailer once more on the way by and it was as empty as it was the first time. How the hell was he going to find her? He jumped into his truck and headed for Sonora. On the way, he called Sheriff Oxford and asked if there’d been anything on the BOLO, and the answer was no.


“He took Avery Dennison from the ranch where she works,” said Farrell. “With cops all over his farm where would he go?”


“He took another girl? I can’t believe it. The judge never should have granted him bail.”


Farrell’s next call was to Luke. “Are you finished at the hospital, partner?”


“Yep, I’ll wait for you outside if you’re coming this way.”


“We’ve got a problem. Joey took Avery Dennison.”


“What kind of maniac is he?”


“The tracker ain’t working,” Farrell was shouting now, without meaning to. “Travis thinks he probably swept the truck.”


“He’s tight with his lawyer,” said Luke. “Let’s try him.”


“Good thought. I’ll pick you up in ten. Find out where the lawyer lives.”


Luke was ready with an address when Farrell picked him up in front of the hospital. “We’ll check his office first because lawyers work late sometimes and if he’s not there, I’ve got a home address for him.”


Farrell nodded and peeled out of the hospital parking lot. “What was in Robin’s statement? Anything we didn’t already know?”


“Not really.” Luke lowered his window and lit up a smoke. “She said when she woke up the old man was on top of her and she was in an old house. Figured it was probably the farmhouse. Then they took her back to the cave.”


“Makes sense,” said Farrell. “The old man was in on the action?”


“According to Robin, the old man was first.”


“Shit,” said Farrell. “Maybe he was the one running the show.”


“We’ll never find that out,” said Luke, “with the father already dead.”


“What kind of a goddam crazy father does shit like that?”


Besides mine.


Farrell cruised down the main street and parked in front of a professional building Luke was pointing to. “Let’s hope he’s working late.”


Inside, the reception area was empty but there was a plaque on the wall that gave the floor and office numbers of all the tenants. Attorney Ralph Hill resided on the second floor. They stepped off the elevator and Farrell tapped on the door then tried the handle. “Not locked.” He pushed it open and there was one client in the waiting area. No receptionist. Her desk was bare.


Farrell stood in front of the waiting client, a fifty-something man dressed in black slacks and a golf shirt. He tried to be polite. He was so wired he could barely think. “Is there someone in with Mr. Hill at the moment?”


The man nodded. “Should soon be finished. She’s been in there over an hour.”


Farrell flashed his creds. “I need to speak to Mr. Hill for one minute before you go in.”


“You’re butting in ahead of me?”


“I have to. Somebody’s life is at stake.”


“I think you’re exaggerating, Ranger, “but okay. Take your shot.”


The door opened, and a female client came out. Luke and Farrell rushed in and closed the door behind them.


Ralph Hill wore an annoyed look but didn’t raise his voice. “I have a client waiting, gentlemen. What can I do for the Texas Rangers?”


“Joey Golden has abducted another woman,” said Farrell. “His home property still has a large police presence. Where would he take the girl?”


“Why wouldn’t he go home? He told me he didn’t do anything.”


“And you believed him?”


“It’s not my job to believe my clients. It’s my job to exercise their rights.”


“Well, Joey Golden has no more rights, Mr. Hill. We found two girls alive that he abducted and they’re in the hospital. We also found numerous girls he murdered, and the number is climbing.”


“I don’t believe you. I’ve known Gareth Golden and his boys for years.”


“Tough for you, counsellor,” said Farrell, “you’ve been keeping bad company.” He pounded a fist on the desk. “Tell me if Joey or his father have any other property around Sonora.”


“I’ll tell you no such thing.”


“Cuff him, partner,” said Farrell. “Mr. Hill, I’m charging you with accessory to a kidnapping.”


Hill smiled. “Come on, boys. Be reasonable. Okay. Okay. Gareth Golden has a hunting cabin near Roosevelt. A few miles north of the highway. I’ve been there once boar hunting.”


“Write down the directions,” said Farrell.


 


La Grange. Texas.


TRAVIS had dinner with Annie at the ranch and caught up with the cowboys he’d known for several years. After coconut cream pie and coffee, Annie cleaned up the kitchen before retiring to the office to work on her assignment.


“What time should we head out, Annie-girl?”


Travis sat at the coffee table hunched over one of the devices he was assembling.


“Let’s give them lots of time to get into their meeting. If they start at ten, we should arrive around eleven. Most of those assholes are long winded.”


Travis smiled. “You should know.”


“Yeah, I do know.”


 


Giddings. Texas.


JESSE received the call from Farrell as he was cleaning


Charity up after dinner and getting her ready for bed. “Hold on for a sec until I put Charity in her crib.”


“No problem, boss.”


“Okay, go ahead, kiddo.”


“We’ve got a complication, boss, and I don’t know if I’ll be back tomorrow like I planned. Joey Golden took Avery. The sister of one of the girls we rescued from the cave.”


“Why was he out running around loose, for chrissake?”


“His arraignment came up before we found the girls in the cave and the judge granted him bail to bury his father and brother. It was a sob story ploy by his lawyer and bad timing. We probably found the cave at about the same time they let him go. Terrible timing, boss. Couldn’t have been fuckin worse.”


“Sometimes you wonder,” said Jesse. “Do you have a line on where he took her?”


“Just got that now from the lawyer. Possibly a hunting cabin out near Roosevelt.”


“And y’all are headed that way now?”


“We are, but it’s getting dark fast and we don’t know the area.”


“Let me know.”


“Yep. Call you later, boss.”


 


Austin. Texas.


TRAVIS cruised through south Austin, the GPS giving him directions turn by turn. “Are you sure we have the right address, Annie-girl?”


“I wrote it down when he gave it to me.”


Travis slowed the truck down. “This looks a little high end for a club house.”


“It’s a brick garage,” said Annie, “At least it used to be a garage in its former life and now it’s home to these jerks. High end in who’s book?”


“Just say’n, I’ve seen a lot of gang clubhouses that were a lot dumpier than this.”


Annie scoped out the neighborhood. “Nice clear area. No neighbors.” She pointed at the SUV parked close to the building under the security light. “That’s our target for tonight.”


“That’s the Escalade they used in the drive by on Blacky,” said Travis. He checked the tag in his phone. “Yep, for sure. The same one. I’ll park down the block and run back.”


“Be careful. If the door opens or if it sounds like they’re coming out, don’t stick around.”


 


Roosevelt. Texas.


FARRELL and Luke were on their third trip up and down county road fourteen—the little line that Ralph Hill had drawn on the map—and they couldn’t find any offshoot dirt roads like in the picture. There were none.


“Was Hill lying?” asked Farrell.


“Might have been,” said Luke. “I’m calling him.” Luke called and woke the lawyer up. “We can’t find the road to the cabin. Do you think you made a mistake on the directions?”


“Now y’all are waking me up? And for what? In my opinion, y’all are on a wild goose chase. Joey wouldn’t do anything like you told me.”


“Come by the morgue and see the bodies, Mr. Hill,” said Luke. “Your client will get the needle.”


“I’ll call Sheriff Oxford in the morning and verify your story.”


“Tell me how to find the hunting cabin,” said Luke.


“Are you on the right county road?”


“Yes, we’ve been up and down several times.”


“The track would be hard to find in the dark. There’s no marker for the road leading into Gareth’s property. You’ll have better luck in the daylight.”


Farrell stared across the console waiting for Luke to tell him. “He says it’s easier to find in the daylight.”


“Think we didn’t know that?” Farrell pounded the steering wheel. “He’s a goddam idiot. This is making me nuts. We must be close and still we can’t help her.”






 




CHAPTER NINE


Saturday, May 9th.


 


2:00 a.m.


Austin. Texas.


ANNIE and Travis waited down the block from the gang’s clubhouse for a couple of hours after Travis planted the device.


“Are they ever gonna bang the gavel down?” asked Travis. “It’s almost two o’clock and I’m beat.”


Annie giggled. “Drink some more bad coffee.”


“Don’t want anymore. My gut is in a knot and I have to piss already.”


“You get testy after midnight.” Annie reached across the console to tickle him and saw the door of the clubhouse open. “They’re done. Coming out now.”


Travis blew out a breath. “I’m ready.” He started the truck and held onto his cell phone with his left hand.


“Okay, the new big boss is in the SUV,” said Annie. “Take them out.”


Travis pressed the button and drove away.


 


3:00 a.m.


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE got the call at three and wondered if he’d slept at all. He tiptoed into the hall with the dogs following him, so Misty wouldn’t waken. “Did something happen, Chief?”


“An Escalade blew up at the Aryan gang’s clubhouse. Four more of those mothers are dead.”


“Uh huh.”


The Escalade that tried for me.


“I thought you’d want to see the scene.”


“Sure. I know where they hang out. I’ll get dressed and take a drive down. Is Mort there already?”


“He’s on his way.” The Chief chuckled. “Not happy about it, but he’s coming.”


“He’s happier with murders between nine and five.”


“Aren’t we all,” said the Chief. “I’ll see you later at the office and we’ll sort this out. Make sure you take somebody with you to the scene in case the fuckers have a tail on you.”


“Yep. I’ll wake Rick up.”


Uniforms had the clubhouse property taped off by the time Blaine and Rick arrived. Media vans had begun queuing up down the street on the opposite side. Some cameras were already rolling, catching snatches of emergency personnel doing their jobs.


A couple of reporters hollered at Blaine as he jumped out of his truck. “Are these the gangers that tried for you at headquarters, Ranger B?”


Damn right they are. Is this retaliation or something else?


“Give me a minute, guys. I’m barely awake.”


The fire department had the remains of the SUV sufficiently soaked to cool it down some by the time Blaine stood next to it, but the stink of it was something else. Four bodies burned crispy would be hard to ID and club members would be less than helpful. They hated cops and never gave a straight answer. Always. They had rules. Not the regular rules. Different rules. They made up their own.


Doctor Mort Simon arrived with his assistant and they stood beside Blaine staring at the burned out chassis. “Four of them? This is a nightmare, Tim,” said Mort. “Fetch four bags and one of those little shovels… and a whisk. We’ll have to sweep the bits into the bags.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine, “Somebody already cremated them.”


“Any idea who?” asked Mort.


“No clue. Somebody doing me a favor.”


 


5:45 a.m.


Roosevelt. Texas.


FARRELL woke wondering where in hell he was. Parked on a dirt road with dense bush on both sides. No signs of civilization anywhere around. He stepped out of the truck to piss, then jumped back in and started the big red girl up. “I can almost see,” he said to a sleeping Luke, slouched down in the shotgun seat. “Let me see the map again.”


Luke never moved, and Farrell rummaged around until he found the crumpled piece of paper in the cup holder. He straightened it out and stared at it. “Okay, let’s try again.”


“Is it morning?” Luke sat up and stared out the window.


“Almost,” said Farrell. “Almost light.”


“I can’t see a damn thing,” said Luke. “It’s still dark.”


Farrell roared up the road for the fourth or fifth time and hollered, “There.” He cranked the wheel, veered off the road, bounced through a shallow ditch and blasted though an opening no more than five feet wide. Branches brushed along both sides of the truck that he babied and still he kept going. The trail widened slightly and a quarter mile farther off-road the headlights lit up a wooden shack. “There it is.”


Farrell parked the truck, jumped out and ran towards the shack, not even realizing there was no vehicle parked in front. He kicked open the door and shone his Maglite around inside.


“Nothing. There’s nothing here.”


Luke was standing right behind him. “No vehicle, partner. He’s not here.”


 


7:00 a.m.


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL DROVE WEST, as dawn broke over Texas, frantic that Avery hadn’t been at the hunting cabin.


“When we get back to Sonora,” said Luke, “let’s check out Twin Auto and see if Joey boy switched out his truck with something else. Not saying he would, but it’s a possibility.”


“Good thought,” said Farrell. “I can’t think of a fuckin thing we should be doing.”


“That’s because you’ve seen the girls in the cave,” said Luke, “and you know first hand what might be happening to someone you care about.”


“You are so on the money,” said Farrell. “My gut wants to heave, and my chest is so fuckin tight I can barely breathe.”


“We need to focus,” said Luke. “It’s the only way we’ll catch the crazy motherfucker.”


Farrell drove through Sonora to Twin Auto and the garage seemed secure. Yellow tape across the door and a big red and black ‘closed’ sign in the window.


“Check the parking area behind,” said Luke.


Farrell circled around behind the building and Joey’s pickup was there. “Shit, he’s been here. He’s driving something else.”


Farrell scoped out the parked vehicles and tried to remember what had been there. A couple of old clunkers the boys were working on, Jeff’s pickup and what else?


Luke thought of it first. “The only thing missing is the tow truck.”


“He’s driving around in the fucking tow truck with his name on the side? That shows how crazy he is.”


“Let’s stop by the hotel, pick up breakfast and coffee, then plan our next move,” said Luke, trying to keep Farrell straight. “I’ll call in the BOLO on the tow truck.”


Farrell nodded and drove to the Hampton Inn.


 


8:00 a.m.


The Blackmore Agency. Austin. Texas.


BLAINE stopped off at home after his visit to the blown up Escalade for three reasons: first and foremost was coffee and breakfast, second to pick up Fletcher and Travis, thirdly to check on Misty. Not knowing what direction her brain injury could take her from minute to minute was wearing on him. The new doc wanted a week to do a work up and he had to wait for files to come from Doctor Lee Chang’s office in New Orleans.


Declan had Misty sitting at the kitchen table when Blaine got there, and she was working her way through a short stack of pancakes. She’d lost a lot of weight during her confinement and the healing of her throat. Now that she could swallow again, maybe talking might be next on the list. He could always hope, but there were no guarantees.


Blaine leaned down and kissed her. “Are you better this morning?”


She nodded and pointed at the pancakes.


“You’re right, sweetheart. I’m starving.” Blaine took a mug from the cabinet and filled it with coffee. Carmelita smiled at him and assured him in Spanish that she was making him pancakes and bacon and it would only be a couple of minutes.


He sat down across from Declan and hoped the medic would share the latest on Misty, but he had little to say. Maybe it wasn’t good, and he wanted a word in private. Declan was the best and always tried to keep Blaine updated.


Misty wrote a word on her communication notepad that she kept handy and passed it to Blaine.


Farrell?


“I told you they found the girls in the cave, didn’t I?” asked Blaine.


She nodded.


“You did a fantastic job, Mist. Farrell was thanking you.”


She tried to speak, and nothing came out but a gurgle. Tears came to her eyes and Declan passed her a tissue. “What is it, Misty?”


Farrell. She mouthed the word and Blaine picked up his cell. He walked over to the window and called. “What’s going on in Sonora, bro?”


“Uh huh.” Blaine listened to the latest details. “I’ve got a meeting with the Chief and if I can, I’m gonna come out there and help y’all.”


 


9:30 a.m.


ON THE WAY to headquarters, Blaine brought Travis and Fletcher up to date on the troubles Farrell was having.


“That’s why he dug into that case in the first place,” said Travis, “because he was so taken with Avery Dennison, the missing girl’s sister. Now he got the sister back and the maniac has taken Avery.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine, “I didn’t know Farrell was involved personally. He never lets that happen.”


“I don’t think he let it happen, boss,” said Travis, “It just happened and caught him short.”


Blaine pointed to a Starbucks. “We better drive through and get the Chief some decent coffee. He’s been antsy and in a foul mood about the gang thing.”


“Heard on the morning news about the Escalade blowing up,” said Fletcher. “That the same one that tried for us?”


“Sure was. The tag was about the only thing in one piece,” said Blaine, “even though it was across the street in a tree.”


Fletcher laughed. “You shittin me?”


“Gospel,” said Blaine.


“How many dead?” asked Travis.


“Four,” said Blaine. “Just the four lucky enough to ride in the big Caddie.”


The Chief was somewhat appeased by the coffee tray and the bag of pastries, but he wasn’t smiling.


“Something else get fucked up while I was on my way here?” asked Blaine. “You look pissed.”


 “I’m transparent,” mumbled the Chief. “As if we don’t have enough going on.”


“Okay,” said Blaine, “let me have it. What else is getting dumped on us?”


“A golfer was found this morning beaten to death with his own driver and his wallet was gone.”


“Isn’t that one for Lopez?” asked Blaine.


“Catherine called asking if you could take it because she has a personal interest.”


“Fuck,” hollered Blaine, “was it some other guy she was screwing?”


The Chief managed a smile. “No, the same guy.”


Blaine took a second to sort it out. “You’re telling me somebody killed John Hilder?”


“I guess that’s what I’m trying to say,” said the Chief. “The media are going nuts.”


“Where?” Blaine tipped his head towards Fletch to take notes.


“Barton Links.”


“How the hell could Hilder afford the green fees there?” asked Blaine. “He’s unemployed, for chrissake.” He slapped his forehead with his hand. “Don’t tell me.”


“Catherine tried to call you, but your phone was turned off this morning,” said the Chief.


“I was at the car bombing. Four arrogant Aryans fried in their Escalade. Shame about the vehicle. I was thinking about getting me one of those.”


“Nah, boss,” said Travis. “Navigator.”


“Range Rover,” said Fletch, “like Jesse has.”


“Let’s go guys. I’m thinking about taking up golf.”


 


10:00 a.m.


Bluebonnet. Texas.


FARRELL was on his way to Avery’s trailer to take a closer look at the inside and see if he had overlooked some secret message she might have left for him.


Luke tried to talk sense, but Farrell wasn’t buying. “If she was taken from her place of work, she wouldn’t have gone back to her trailer for any reason, would she?”


“Maybe he let her get some stuff and she…” Farrell shook his head. “I don’t even know what the fuck I’m saying.”


They were halfway to Bluebonnet when Mrs. Dennison called. “Sheriff Oxford gave me your number, Ranger Donovan. I wanted to call and thank you for finding Sylvie. I’m staying with her at the hospital right now and I’m so happy.”


“And you have the little fellow with you?” asked Farrell.


“Yes, I thought Sylvie would be anxious to see him.”


“How is she today?”


“Sleeping a lot, but she did speak to Diego for a few minutes.”


“We need to obtain her statement,” said Farrell, “when she’s up to it.”


“I know Avery will be thrilled when she gets off work. I tried her cell last night and this morning, but I can’t get hold of her.”


She ain’t at work but I ain’t telling you that.


Farrell slowed as he drove through the little village of Bluebonnet and made his way to the trailer park. He drove through the gate made a right and another right and stopped dead. He thought if he was ever gonna have a fuckin infarction it was at that moment.


“Her trailer is gone,” said Luke.


Farrell jumped out and stared at the cement blocks and the water hookup and the line for the septic. The slab for the front step was there. The flower beds were trampled, and the purple pansies had seen better days. He bent down and picked a flower, held it to his nose and smelled it.


He staggered back to his truck and Luke was already on the phone changing the BOLO alert to include a sixty foot trailer.


“If he took the trailer,” Farrell mumbled, “he’s heading for the border.”


“You would think so,” said Luke. “I’ll alert border crossings in case he’s running, and all state parks and campgrounds in case he’s holing up and not running.”


“Yeah, cover all the bases,” said Farrell. “About all we can do.”


“Do you think we should go to the hospital and tell Mrs. Dennison in person?” asked Luke.


“Jeeze,” said Farrell, “that’s the last thing I want to do.”


 


10:30 a.m.


Austin. Texas.


BLAINE trudged across the third fairway to a stand of trees where all the activity seemed to be centered. He stopped and stared down at John Hilder with his head bashed in, a bloody Cobra King lying next to him. Former army ranger and former Agency employee with a penchant for redheads. Who in Austin would want to kill him? Was it because of Cat?


“His wallet was here, but the money and cards were gone?” asked Blaine. The wallet was in an evidence bag with his truck keys, the bag lying beside the body.


“Cards are still there but no cash.” The Medical Examiner’s assistant, Tim, hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “His cart is right over there. The lab will check it, and we might pick something up.”


“How much cash would he have on the golf course.” It wasn’t a question. “Doesn’t look like a robbery to me,” said Blaine. “Have there been any others?”


“You mean with golf clubs?” asked Rocky. Ranger Rockford sometimes worked with robbery detail. He was the Chief’s go-to. “Nope. Lots of crazy stuff like power tools and shit, but no golf clubs.”


Blaine screwed up his face. “They’re committing robberies with power tools?”


“It’s a thing,” said Rocky.


“Fuck me blind,” said Blaine. “Any other golfers around when this happened?”


“Not that we know of. One of the gardeners found him.”


“Is it usual to golf alone?” asked Blaine. “I thought people were in groups. In the tournaments Carm watches on TV there’s always two or four.”


Rocky shrugged. “Usually two or four but you can have at it alone if you want to. Not as much fun.”


“Hilder wasn’t a fun guy,” said Blaine.


Travis nodded. “Maybe not for you, boss, but some people found him fun.”


Blaine rolled his eyes and strode over to the two-wheeled cart. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and looked through the pockets. Balls, tees, one Michelob Ultra—not too cold—a towel and Hilder’s cell phone. Blaine flipped through the messages.


One from Cat. “Are you coming here after your game? I’ll make you a late lunch.”


Blaine replaced the phone in the pocket of the bag with Travis and Fletch waiting to hear if he found anything useful. “One message from her.” He replaced the phone. “The techs will find it if there’s something to find, but I doubt there is.”


When they reached the parking lot, the crowd of reporters had grown. “What’s going on, Ranger B? We heard there was a murder out on the course.”


“As soon as the next of kin has been notified, I’ll have something for y’all. Let me get that done and I’ll have Mary send you an email later in the day.”


“Was it a shooting?” hollered one of the female reporters.


“Nope. No guns involved and no details until later,” said Blaine. He tossed Travis the keys to the big diesel. “You drive to Colorado Street. I want to call Farrell and get an update. We need him and Luke back here. With this new investigation coming down on us, we’re gonna be short.”


 


11:00 a.m.


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL and Luke were parking at the Sonora hospital when Blaine called. “Yeah, boss. Sorry I haven’t been keeping in touch. A lot of shit going on.”


“Tell me how much more time you need. We caught a new one this morning and with the gang thing going on, I need you back here.”


Farrell explained about Avery and her trailer being gone.


“Sounds like you’ve covered all the bases that could be covered. Get the sister’s statement, finish up the paperwork with Sheriff Oxford and come home. If you get a sighting on the tow truck or trailer, we’ll all head out to look for her.”


“Uh huh. I got it.”


Jeeze, I hate to leave. It feels like I’m giving up on her.


“If you have a better plan, tell me what it is,” said Blaine.


“I fuckin don’t but wish I did.”


“Okay, then, I’ll see you for dinner. Carm will be happy to see you.”


Farrell turned to Luke. “We have to get Sylvie Dennison’s statement, finish with Oxford and check out of the hotel. We’re being recalled.”


 


SYLVIE DENNISON was sitting up in bed when Farrell and Luke reached the hospital. Her mother, a young looking woman in her fifties with dark hair like Sylvie’s, sat in the chair beside the bed. Robin Dawson’s bed was empty. They’d been informed by the nurse on duty that Robin had been discharged, and her roommate, Brooke Morales, had picked her up an hour earlier.


Farrell smiled at Sylvie and marveled at how much she looked like her sister although their coloring was different. Sylvie was still extremely pale, and her eyes were puffy and red from crying, but they were both pretty girls.


“I’m happy you’re feeling better, Miss Dennison,” said Farrell. “We have to take your statement for the record, if you don’t mind.”


When Sylvie spoke, her voice was weak, and Farrell had to lean closer to hear her. “Why hasn’t Avery been to see me? I was asking Mom if she was here when I was sleeping. I don’t remember her being here.”


“We’ll talk about that later,” said Farrell. He beckoned to Mrs. Dennison. “Can we talk for a moment in private, ma’am?”


“All right.” She got up to follow Farrell and Luke took the chair and prepared the recorder for the statement.


“What is it, Ranger Donovan?” asked Mrs. Dennison. “Where is Avery?”


Farrell didn’t begin his story until they were down the hall in a deserted waiting area. “I hesitated to tell you this yesterday, fearful that it would be too much of an overload, but someone picked Avery up from the ranch where she works, and I haven’t been able to contact her.”


Mrs. Dennison tilted her head to one side. “Wonder who that would be? I’ve been trying her phone too and wondered when she was going to return my calls. When she didn’t come to pick up Diego last night I thought she might be going out with friends after work. She does that sometimes, but usually calls to tell me where she’ll be and who she’s with. I worry about my girls.”


Farrell nodded wondering how much the mother could handle after just getting one daughter back from the brink. “I have people out looking for Avery and we’re hoping to find her soon.”


“Who would she leave work with?” asked Mrs. Dennison. “I’ve never known her to do that. She never misses work. Mr. Rayburn depends on her.”


“There’s another problem,” said Farrell. “I drove up to check on her earlier today and… in the trailer park…” Farrell took a deep breath and let it fly. “Her trailer is gone.”


Her mother wore a quizzical look like he was trying to trick her or something. “That’s impossible. It doesn’t move. It’s sitting up on concrete blocks.”


“I wanted you to be aware in case you dropped by there,” said Farrell. He headed down the corridor to Sylvie’s room.


She doesn’t believe me and that’s okay for now.


Luke was finishing up when Farrell arrived to collect him. “Ready, partner?”


“All done.” To Sylvie: “Thank you, and I hope you’re out of here soon.”


 


12:00 Noon.


Austin.


BLAINE spoke to Cat’s security men outside the Governor’s Mansion, then parked and tapped on the door. Emily, the housekeeper he was particularly fond of welcomed the three of them into the foyer.


“Nice to see you Ranger Blackmore. It’s been a while.”


I’m trying to give myself breathing room from Cat.


He introduced Fletcher and Travis even though they’d been there a few times before. “We’ve been busy,” he said. “Is the Governor upstairs?”


“Make yourselves comfortable in the sitting room and I’ll let her know you’re here. She wasn’t feeling well earlier and didn’t eat any breakfast.”


Blaine nodded and wondered if Catherine had wine for breakfast like she sometimes did. Whenever there was stress, Cat hit the bottle. Old habits are hard to break.


“Think she’s gonna be sad about Hilder?” asked Travis. They settled into velvet wing chairs in the elegant room, decorated in shades of blue.


“Depends how involved they were, I guess,” said Blaine. “It hasn’t been that long since I fired him.”


“What about the notification?” asked Fletcher. “We doing that too?”


“I’ll call Lil when we leave here and get his details from his file if Cat doesn’t know who John’s next of kin is.”


Emily returned with a tray of hot coffee and muffins. “Governor Campbell will be down in a few minutes.” Emily looked like she had more to say but didn’t.


Ten minutes passed before a bedraggled-looking Governor shuffled through the French doors into the sitting room wearing a wrinkled gray track suit that she might have slept in. Her green eyes were red-rimmed, her dark red hair hung long and tangled over her face. She dabbed at her eyes with a wad of tissues.


Blaine crossed the room and grabbed her in a hug. Cat reeked of booze and it wasn’t wine. She was hitting harder than that. “I’ll pour you a coffee.” Blaine placed her on the sofa with a firm hand. “Sit down here.” He fixed her a coffee and handed her a warm muffin in a napkin. “I want you to eat that muffin and drink a couple cups of caffeine.”


Shit, I’m babysitting again.


The Governor ate the muffin and got the first cup of coffee down before she said a word. “Did you see him?”


Blaine nodded. “Uh huh. The notification is next. Do you know anything about his family?”


She shook her head. “We hadn’t got that far.”


“I can get it from the office.”


“Was he shot?” asked Cat.


“No.” Blaine shook his head and didn’t offer anything else.


“Why was he golfing alone?” asked Travis.


“He was that kind of guy,” said Cat. “A loner, but he enjoyed golf. He said it was his one true passion.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “He was playing on a pricey course and he wasn’t working, was he solid financially?”


“Money was never a problem when we went to dinner, but that was only three times at the most. We… tried to stay out of the public eye.”


“Good plan,” said Blaine, wondering if she’d already blown it and would show up on the front page of some rag at a later date. “Did he mention job interviews or anything he was into other than golf?”


“Yes. He talked about it. He took on an investigation job for a friend of his.”


“Doing what?” asked Blaine.


 “His friend’s ex-wife had taken their child.”


“Hilder was investigating a parental kidnapping?”


“I guess that’s what it would be,” said Cat.


“Did he mention his friend’s name?”


She nodded her head and seemed to be thinking hard about it. “I think his name was Robert… someone he knew in the army.”


“Did Hilder keep files?” asked Travis.


“I’ve never been to his condo. He rented one out by the lake.”


“Okay, we’ve got enough to start on,” said Blaine. “Finish your coffee, go back to bed and when you get up—start fresh—a hot shower and do some girl stuff—like nails or shopping,” said Blaine. “Shit like that.”


Cat giggled. “You always cheer me up.”


 


12:30 p.m.


ANNIE drove to Austin after lunch. She cruised by the C-4 clubhouse to check on the level of activity and a work van was parked out front. Two guys wearing hard hats were replacing the glass in the windows. The blackened Escalade had been removed and all that was left was the stink of burnt rubber in the air and a scorched patch on the parking area.


From the clubhouse she drove north to Blaine’s house to see Declan and to put in time until the workmen were gone. On the way, she called Ty to catch up.


“Jesse ain’t even talking to me,” said Tyler. “I think I’d better mind my own.”


“Yeah, sure,” said Annie. “You can’t stand up to your brother and have lunch with a friend? See you around.” She pressed end and felt her blood bubble up to two hundred and twelve degrees.


 


2:00 p.m.


BLAINE ARRIVED at the Agency to regroup and drop the boys off to pick up wheels. He smiled when he saw Annie’s old blue Ram parked next to the house.


“Hey, Mom’s here.” Blaine cheered up considerably and clawed his way up a level in the Misty swamp hole of depression he’d been wallowing in since New Orleans. He tore up the front steps and greeted the barking dogs with hugs. “My Mom’s here,” he hollered again.


Annie ran from the kitchen into the foyer to hug him. “Hey, baby boy. I’m just visiting with your family and having some tea with Misty.”


Blaine beamed a smile. “I’m happy you came by.” He gave her another hug and kissed her again. Declan watched with interest then turned his gaze on Misty.


She sipped her tea and smiled.


“Isn’t Travis coming in?” asked Annie.


“Not right now. They have work to do out by Lady Bird Lake.” Blaine waited for more and didn’t hear it. “Did you want him for… something?”


Annie shook her head and smiled. “Nope. I’m good.”


 


2:15 p.m.


TRAVIS AND FLETCHER followed the GPS to John Hilder’s rented condo in one of the many complexes that had sprung up like mushrooms out in the west end of the city.


“Jeeze,” said Fletcher, looking down the long row of similar units. “You wouldn’t want to come home drunk, you could end up in bed with your neighbor’s wife.”


Travis chuckled. “Bet that happened already a time or two.”


John Hilder lived in a row of connected dwellings built of cream colored brick with rust accents. Travis sized up the door, whipped out his lock wiz and they were standing inside in the tiny foyer seconds later.


“Alarm system?” Fletcher checked the wall behind the door. “Yep.” He studied the panel for a couple of seconds, called on his security smarts and disabled the alarm before it deafened them.


“Up or down?” asked Travis.


“I’ll start upstairs and work my way down,” said Fletch. He ran up the flight of stairs in the foyer.


“If he’s got an office,” Travis hollered up the stairs, “start there.”


“Yep, I’m already there.”


 


3:00 p.m.


BLAINE kissed Annie goodbye and left for the address Lil had listed in John Hilder’s file as his next of kin. He had a brother named Jeremy who lived in Oak Hills. Not too far south.


 


3:02 p.m.


ANNIE LEFT the Agency compound wondering if she should cover Blaine with the gang thing going on, then she saw Rick follow her through the gate in the junk truck and knew he was covering her son.


She drove back to the clubhouse hoping the window guys were gone and she could get in and out without too much trouble. They were finishing up as she drove by, loading their tools into their truck and making ready to leave. She drove around the block slowly and when she returned they were gone.


She parked at the back of the square building and let herself in with her own magic lock tool she’d purchased on Amazon after she’d learned to use the one Travis had. Better if nobody knew she needed one.


In and out in less than three minutes just like Travis taught her. Adrenaline pumped through her veins and charged her with energy as she jumped into her truck and drove home to make dinner.


 


3:30 p.m.


BLAINE knocked on the door of a split level house in Oak Hills. He’d called ahead and confirmed that Jeremy Hilder would be home when he got there. The door opened, and an older version of John Hilder stood in front of him. Older, longer hair and a few pounds heavier, John’s brother hadn’t been to the gym in a long while. Blaine held up his credentials and Jeremy Hilder motioned for him to come into the foyer.


He pointed to the living room left of the foyer. “Can I make you a coffee, Ranger Blackmore?”


“No, thanks. I’m fine.” He sat on the sofa and Jeremy Hilder leaned on the mantle of the brick fireplace.


“I know this isn’t good news. They never send the top dog with good news. What happened to Johnny?”


“His body was found this morning on a golf course. He’d been murdered.”


“What?” Jeremy flopped down into the closest chair and clutched his chest. His breathing seemed to be rapid and Blaine jumped to his feet.


“Can I get you a shot of bourbon, sir? You look pale.”


“Over there.” Jeremy’s voice came out in a whisper.


Blaine turned around and saw a bar set up on an old fashioned tea wagon. A beautiful piece that Annie would love. He poured three fingers into a crystal glass, crossed the room and held it out to Jeremy Hilder.


Jeremy drank it down and breathed easier a few moments later. “Can you tell me what happened?”


“No idea yet, sir. But as soon as we have something I won’t keep it from you.”


“Where… where is my brother?”


“He’s at our morgue.” Blaine handed Jeremy a card. “There will be an autopsy, but perhaps not until Monday. If you wish to formally identify the body, I can arrange that.”


“I’m sure you identified him correctly, Ranger Blackmore. You know John. He worked for you for a short time, and he was beyond happy when you hired him. He said it was the best job in Texas and perfect for him. I couldn’t understand how a dependable guy like him could get himself fired so quickly. When I asked him about it, he wouldn’t share the details with me.”


“I’ll share this one confidence with you, sir, if you keep it strictly to yourself.”


“I’m not given to gossip, Ranger Blackmore. It just didn’t make sense to me. Johnny was the poster boy for discipline, an army ranger, and I thought he’d be a great addition to y’all’s team.”


“I thought so too,” said Blaine. “And his exemplary military record had a lot to do with me hiring him. I need men who can follow an order without question and get the job done.”


“Exactly. And I’d been to the range a few times with Johnny just for recreation. He was a keen shooter.”


Blaine nodded. “All notable assets and I was sorry to see him go, but I had no choice. I fired John because he stepped over a line. We work closely with Governor Campbell fighting crime all over Texas and John crossed a line that cannot be crossed.”


Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “I’m hearing you, Ranger Blackmore, and I find that scenario almost impossible to fathom. John was such a shy, withdrawn guy. I can’t picture him getting involved with a lady in that position. I can’t picture it happening.”


Blaine shrugged. “It happened, and I’ve just come from her residence. I’m sorry for your loss.” He stood up. “If there’s any information you need, call my cell.”


Jeremy shook his hand and saw him out.


 


4:00 p.m.


Sonora. Texas.


FARRELL packed the clothes he’d been wearing for the last few days into the Walmart bag they came in, tossed in the toiletries he’d bought to survive, and he was ready to leave. Luke had even less to gather up.


They checked out of the hotel and as Farrell hopped into his truck for the drive home a huge surge of guilt washed over him. “I feel like I’m abandoning her, Luke. Throwing her to the wolves or some damned thing.”


“Nothing we can do until we get a sighting. We can’t drive to every camping spot in Texas ourselves. It’s fuckin impossible.”


“But that’s what I feel I should be doing,” said Farrell.


“Maybe the boss will have some insight when we get home.”


“I sure hope so. We spent all that time running him down and the fucker is still loose.”


“One out of three,” said Luke. “According to both statements, the father was the number one creep and was calling the shots.”


“I’m glad I put one in his head,” said Farrell. “Real glad.”


 


6:00 p.m.


Austin.


AT SIX, Travis and Fletcher returned from Hilder’s condo to the Agency with a box of what they deemed important.


“Bring the box into the dining room and let’s see what y’all came up with,” said Blaine.


“His office was as bare as the rest of the house,” said Fletcher. “He only had this one file set up. One client. One file.”


Blaine opened the folder and there was an eight by ten color photo of a teenage kid. The label on the folder read ‘Robert Santos & Robert Santos Junior.’


“Okay, tomorrow, I’ll talk to Robert Santos Senior, and Monday morning, you guys can go hard on Hilder’s murder.”


“You giving us Sunday off, boss?” asked Fletcher.


Blaine winked at him. “Let’s say y’all are ‘on call.”


“Long as I’m not totally off,” said Fletch with a wide grin, “I can deal.”


 


7:30


JESSE arrived after dinner. Misty was enjoying a second cup of Earl Grey tea and Blaine was filling his mug with coffee for the third time.


“Glad you could make it,” said Blaine as he greeted Jesse in the foyer. Farrell will be home any minute and we badly need a sit down meeting to get organized.”


“I agree,” said Jesse. “A lot happened out in Sonora that I need to catch up on, plus the Hilder thing. At least the gangs are quiet for the moment.”


Blaine held up crossed fingers.


Farrell arrived home a few minutes later and came in alone. Luke had picked up his truck and gone to the ranch. Farrell hugged Carm and shook Jesse’s hand before getting himself a beer. “Is this my welcoming committee?”


“We missed you,” said Blaine, “and I know you’ve been going through some stuff. Misty was concerned about you.” He pointed at the table. “Have you had dinner?”


“Nope, I drove straight through and I could use something if there are any leftovers.”


Carm nodded and fixed him a plate. While he waited, Farrell launched into the story about the missing mobile home.


“Don’t they remove the wheels once the units are set up in a permanent spot?” asked Jesse. “I think they did with mine, but I can’t be sure.”


“No clue, boss,” Farrell sounded beat. “Drove up to the Bluebonnet Trailer Park and I couldn’t believe it when the fuckin thing was gonners.”


“You’ve got all the alerts in place?” asked Jesse. “I’m sure you have, or Luke would. One thing I’ve noticed about that young man is his thoroughness. He must have been a damn good cop in Baton Rouge.”


“Luke is good,” said Farrell. “He doesn’t look smart, but he is sharp… and calm—the guy has veins of ice water.”


Blaine smiled. Farrell could have been describing himself.






 




CHAPTER TEN


Sunday, May 10th.


 


C-4 Clubhouse. Austin.


TRAVIS picked Annie up at midnight and drove her to Austin to the clubhouse. The Aryan boys had brand new glass in their windows and they were back in business. Tonight, they’d be voting on who was going to move up and call the shots and it looked like a pretty good turnout. Two long row of bikes and three or four SUV’s. Thirty or forty of them all packed into that little brick building.


They’d lost seven of their top bald-headed bullies and should be floundering for a good long while. After tonight they might be floundering permanently. Someone was hoping for that.


Annie climbed a tree across the street and down the block a way—what Travis estimated was a safe distance. She tightened her scope, checked the yardage and drew a bead on the front door of the club. Travis spoke into the earwig and startled her. Would she ever get used to that thing?


“All set?”


“Yep, I’m ready. Go for it.”


Travis pushed the button on his phone and the clubhouse blew up with a deafening blast. Bricks and pieces of concrete flew high into the air, then rained down like giant chunks of hail.


Annie watched the big light show from the safety of her tree hoping she wouldn’t get clocked by any of the flying debris. She waited, peering through her scope, thinking survivors would come running out the door so she could finish them off. No one did.


Travis ran to her location and stood under the tree. “Come down, girl. I’ll catch you. I think we’re finished here.”


“Should we wait a little longer to be sure?” she asked.


“No,” said Travis, “the fire department will be here any minute and we have to leave. If there are any survivors, we’ll get them later.”


Annie handed down her rifle first, then slid down into Travis’ outstretched arms.


“Did you leave the marker this afternoon?” he asked.


“Uh huh.”


Travis drove her back home to the ranch and she sent a text.


“All done.”


“That’s my girl. Did you leave the marker?”


“Yes, sir.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE heard the ringing in his sleep and thought it was a dream. A horrible dream. Another disaster in the middle of the fuckin night. He groped the nightstand and felt his cell. The screen light nearly blinded him when he turned the phone over to face him.


Shit, I’m tired.


“Yeah, Chief. Who did what?”


“Somebody blew up C-4’s clubhouse. Big meeting going on inside and they’re all dead.”


“How many?”


“No way to tell yet.”


“Okay, I’m up.”


Blaine opened Farrell’s door, happy that his brother was home. “Hey, bro. Somebody just blew up Frobisher’s gang.”


Farrell sounded groggy. “How many?”


“Multiple.”


Farrell threw back the duvet and sat on the side of the bed. “I’m a mess, bro. Hope I can keep it together.”


“Did you sleep?” asked Blaine.


“The past hour, I guess.”


“I can run the scene alone if you want to sleep. We’ve got a full day.”


“Nope. I’m coming.”


 


FARRELL’S TRUCK was parked behind Blaine’s in the double driveway, so they took the red Silverado. Farrell drove south to the clubhouse keeping his eyes open for a Starbucks or Dunkin’ Donuts, or anybody who was wider awake than they were and able to brew coffee.


“There.” Blaine pointed. “Next block, I see one.”


“Thank you, baby Jesus. I’m so fuckin tired I could sleep standing up.”


“Get a half dozen donuts.” Blaine handed him a twenty across the console. “We might be there a while.”


With two walnut crullers sitting in his gut like sugar-coated lead grenades and fortified with hot coffee, Farrell turned down the street where the Aryan’s clubhouse used to be and stopped. “Goddam fucking media,” he hollered, “we can’t even get to the fuckin scene.”


“Turn on the siren,” said Blaine, “and if they don’t move, crash into the motherfuckers.”


“I’d love to bash the hell out of them, but I might damage my grill. I’d do it in a minute if we had your truck with the push bar on it.” Farrell inched along as a couple of reporters ran back and moved their vans. “Another block to go.”


“Close enough,” said Blaine, “Look at all the fire trucks. Must have been a goddam inferno.”


“Who are you betting on?” asked Farrell.


“Thirteen’s. Carlos called it. He won the last pool.”


“When’s he coming back to work?” Farrell locked the truck and they started walking.


“Tomorrow.”


“He’s too good to lose,” said Farrell and Blaine nodded.


Media swarmed around them shouting out questions and blinding them with lights as they walked down the block.


Blaine held his arm up over his eyes and hollered, “Turn off that shit or I’ll have every one of you jailed for obstruction. And get your goddam trucks off this block. I’m warning all of you.”


The reporter with the mic smiled at the camera and said, “You heard it here, folks, Ranger Blackmore is a little testy today on his way to the bombing.”


Before Blaine could react, Farrell grabbed the mic out of the guy’s hand and fired it across the road into the bushes. He gave the reporter a healthy shove and landed him on his ass. “Pack up all of you and back off. Don’t fuck with me.”


Blaine kept walking, but he couldn’t hide the smile on his face.


The scene was cordoned off, but the fire fighters had it under control. Still too hot to approach. Just a stinking, smoldering pile of rubble.


The Fire Marshall came towards Blaine with something in his gloved hand. “One of the boys found this, Ranger B. Might help y’all out.”


“Sure will, thanks Franko.”


Farrell pulled an evidence bag out of his back pocket and bagged it.


 


BOTH BLAINE and Farrell were dragging their assess at breakfast. They’d managed to get another couple of hours of sleep before it was time to get up again, but it wasn’t enough.


Carm was busy at the stove whipping up Farrell’s favorite breakfast tacos when she called out something in Spanish. She was pointing to the little TV on the counter as she watched the morning news.


Blaine strode over to see and sure enough one of the local stations was running the film of Farrell giving the reporter a push. They ran it about four times in a row and the asshole fell on his butt every time.


“Shit,” said Blaine,” I’m probably gonna get sued.”


Carm giggled and pointed at Farrell. “Bandito.”


“He sure is.”


Declan brought Misty downstairs as Farrell was finishing his third taco. She sat next to Farrell and wrote on her little notepad.


“Do you have anything of hers?”


Farrell read the note. “I don’t think so, but I’ll check the truck.” Farrell tore outside to look at the same moment Blaine’s cell rang.


“Morning, Governor. Are you feeling better this morning?”


“A little, thanks to you, sweetie. I was wondering about your meeting with John’s brother. Did he say anything about a service?”


“No, but he seemed nice. You could call him.”


“Does he know about me?”


“In a discreet way.”


“Would you mind terribly telling him that I’m going to call. Lots of times I call, and people ask me if it’s a joke.”


“Hey, they say the same thing to me,” said Blaine. “Yep, I’ll call him right now and then you’ll be clear for later.”


“Thanks. And on another subject, am I saying anything about the overnight bombing?”


“Let me think about that. I’m calling Mary and maybe we’ll work something out together.”


“You’re the best.”


Blaine scrolled to Jeremy Hilder’s number and called.


“Good morning, Ranger Blackmore, do you have news?”


“Not yet, but I have news of a different sort. Catherine is going to call you sometime today.”


“Catherine?”


“Governor Catherine Campbell.”


“Oh, Jeeze, is she really?”


“Uh huh. I told her I’d let you know to expect her call.”


“Do you know why she’s calling me?”


“I do. She has questions about a service for John.”


“Okay. I haven’t thought about that yet, but I guess I’d better get on it. Thanks for telling me. I appreciate the heads-up.”


“No problem.”


Farrell ran in ten minutes later. “I cleaned my truck and I found this.” He laid a tiny heart shaped earring down on the table in front of Misty.


She nodded, picked it up and held it in her hand.


Farrell waited expectantly for an instant response and there was none.


Misty wrote on her pad. “I’ll keep trying.”


“Thanks, Mist.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE sat through the Sunday morning family breakfast at Quantrall without saying a single word to Tyler. He was so pissed that Tyler had lunch with Annie behind his back he might never speak to his brother again.


What else have they been doing?


In his head he knew it was all on him for leaving Annie when things had been going so well for them, all in an effort to raise his daughter on Quantrall land. Would it have been better for Charity to have a mother than Quantrall dirt under her feet? Had he made another bonehead move? It absolutely felt like it when he saw Tyler and Annie at the Bistro together.


He left the table and headed for the office to make calls. He hadn’t been doing his share to help his team. He called Sheriff Oxford’s cell wondering if he’d catch him on a Sunday.


“Ranger Quantrall, nice to hear from you. Did Ranger Donovan bring you up to date on the case?”


“He did and he’s carrying a lot of guilt. He feels the case wasn’t brought to a satisfactory conclusion.”


“No, it wasn’t, but not his fault. He did everything he could. Above and beyond. A fine young officer.”


“There have been no sightings of the tow truck and the mobile home, I take it?” asked Jesse.


“I’m afraid not. Don’t worry, I’ll let y’all know the minute I hear anything.”


 


Rollingwood Area. Austin.


ROBERT SANTOS lived in a sprawling rancher in Rollingwood in the west end of the city. Blaine had called ahead and made an appointment to talk to him. He’d read the file the night before and Farrell was reading through it as they drove. It wouldn’t take long. Hilder hadn’t managed to come up with much of anything.


The ex-wife’s name was Maria Rivera Santos, but she had dropped the Santos and gone back to her maiden name. John had done a preliminary search on the ex and come up empty.


Farrell knocked on the door and Santos let them in with a nod of his head. He pointed to the kitchen where he had coffee mugs and cream and sugar set out on the granite counter.


Roberto Santos was a stocky, muscular Latino with coloring similar to Blaine’s own. Blaine had checked his military record and he had been discharged at forty-five as a high ranking officer with a healthy pension.


Blaine sat down and opened the file while Santos filled the mugs and brought them to the table.


“I can’t believe John is dead,” said Santos. “Maria would go to great lengths to keep our son, but I never believed she would murder anyone.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “You believe your ex-wife killed John Hilder?”


“Of course, she’s responsible. She may not have done it personally, but she surely sent someone. That scenario makes more sense because I don’t believe she would ever come back to Austin. Young Roberto is no dummy and if he got away from her for a second here in Austin, he would know his way home. He used to take the bus with his friends with no trouble.”


“Does your ex have a new boyfriend or husband she might have sent?” asked Farrell.


“Throughout our marriage I was posted to bases all over and Maria followed me at first. Once Roberto started school she refused to leave Austin. I could see her point, but I wasn’t happy about it. I wanted to watch my son grow up.”


“Understandable,” said Blaine.


“On my last leave about six months ago, she told me she had met somebody, and she was divorcing me. Right when I was ready to retire and have a normal family life she goes and does that—and I know, she was lonely and all—but what the hell? Everything I worked for my whole career was down the drain.”


“What about custody of your son?”


“She agreed to shared custody and she agreed to live in our house until I came home, keeping things as normal as possible for our boy. Then we’d make some decisions and go from there. After I went back to base, I don’t know how long she remained in the house with Roberto. I was discharged, came home, and she was gone. So was my son.”


“Who was the person she was involved with?” asked Farrell.


“His name is Lucco Maldonado. He’s an ex-con. I didn’t find that out until I started doing some investigating on my own. The guy is a violent offender with a long list of charges against him and I don’t want him anywhere near my son.”


“That’s when Hilder agreed to help you?”


Santos nodded. “I knew John had his license. We’d talked a couple of times on my last leave. I called him when this problem came up, and he said he’d help me.” Santos dropped his head. “Now he’s dead because of me.”


“Not your fault Mr. Santos.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


MARY POLITO’S Mini Cooper was in the driveway when Blaine and Farrell returned to the Agency.


“Aw, shit, bro. Did you tell me Mary was coming?”


“I think I mentioned it, but you’ve been distracted worrying about Avery. You haven’t given me any details on that subject but it’s obvious how upset you are. How deep are you in?”


“I was going for it, bro. Couldn’t help myself and now I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again. In the meantime, I don’t know if I can look Miss Mary in the eye.”


“Logical deduction—you’ve slept with Avery if you feel that way.”


“I knew it the first time I saw her that I was a goner, Blacky. Goddammit, I wish it wasn’t true, but it is.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and find her.”


“What’s left of her. Joey Golden is a maniac.”


Blaine shook his head and went inside. “Sorry we’re late, Mary. I hope you had a coffee while you were waiting.”


Mary smiled. Farrell’s ex was a cute little brunette with short hair and dark eyes. “Lily made fresh coffee and we had a chat.”


Farrell strode though the kitchen and helped himself to a Lone Star from the fridge. “Afternoon, Miss Mary.”


Mary beamed a smile at Farrell. “Haven’t seen you for a long while, Farrell. You been away?”


“Sonora, on a case.”


Blaine stepped in to save the day. “Mary, let’s talk in my office.”


 


Grady’s Irish Pub. Austin.


STILL IN A FUNK about Avery and feeling guilt-ridden about Mary Polito, Farrell headed downtown around ten. Between ten and eleven was the time the little underground network he was working into began hitting the streets. He hadn’t been around the past week and he wondered if he’d missed anything important. Tonight, he was interested in the gang war and the bombing—nothing else. He needed to help Blacky get a handle on whatever was going on.


He started at Grady’s Irish Pub, a dark dingy establishment home to a lesser crowd. The bar was half empty when he arrived, but it would fill up when the pimps, the hookers and the dealers woke up and sobered up and got busy.


Farrell took a booth about halfway back from the door. From his position he could see what was going on at the bar and he had a clear view of the door to see who or what was dragging in.


He finished a pitcher of beer and was waiting on a refill and an order of hot wings when Kamps came through the front door with another guy. They spotted Farrell right away and slid into the booth opposite him.


“Where the hell you been, asshole?” asked Kamps. “Think I can hold on to solid gold shit like forever?”


“Out of town on a case.” Farrell waved his arm at the bartender and fat old Mike lumbered over.


“What do you want?” growled Mike. “This better be worth my trip over here.”


“Another pitcher, two more glasses and another order of hot wings.”


“Uh huh.”


“This here is Vic Reyes, my buddy. He wants in on the cash grab you and your bandito brother are offering.” 


Farrell reached across the table and shook hands with Vic Reyes. A short Hispanic guy with a dandy scar across his right cheek. Long hair and lots of tats. Ganger.


“Vic, welcome aboard,” said Farrell. “No signing bonus. You got to bust your ass before I pay you.”


“I got it.”


Farrell leaned in closer. “What’s the news on the bombing?”


Vic held out his hand.


Farrell pulled out his wallet and put two fifties on the table—one each. Vic reached for one and Farrell shook his head. “Tell me the story.”


“Unlucky thirteen is what I heard,” said Vic. “Payback time.”


Kamps added his two cents worth. “The number won’t do fuck all now. They be laying low. Low as they can get.”


“They taking the credit,” said Vic, “gives them power on the street. But I heard one fucker close to the top say it weren’t them.”


“Oh, yeah? Who was he blaming?” asked Farrell.


“Outside source.” Vic nodded his dark head. “Yep. Outside source.”


“Like an imported killer?” asked Farrell.


“Yep, guess so.”


“Huh.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


MISTY put Avery’s earring under her pillow when she went to bed, hoping something would come to her in a dream. Things didn’t usually work that way, but they had once or twice before. Being a psychic wasn’t an exact science. From one day to the next, Misty LeJeune never knew what lay in store for her.






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Monday, May 11th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


MISTY WOKE and reached for Blaine, but the sheets were cool on his side of the bed. He’d been up for a while. As soon as he heard her stir on the monitor, Declan tapped twice on the bedroom door and let himself in.


“Ready to get up, sweetheart?”


Misty sat on the side of the bed and tried to stand up on her own like she did every morning, hoping her brain would tell her legs how to walk like it did on rare occasions. This wasn’t one of them and she flopped back onto the bed.


Declan smiled. “You’ve done it twice before and one of these mornings you’ll do it again.” He pushed the wheelchair closer and turned her around. “Bathroom first.”


Misty nodded.


After the bathroom, Declan pushed her into the wide upstairs hallway and she pointed at Farrell’s door.


“You need Farrell?” asked Declan.


Misty nodded, and Declan opened Farrell’s door and stuck his head in. “Misty wants to see you.”


Farrell was out of bed and half dressed, zipping up the fly on his jeans. “I’ll meet her in the kitchen in two secs.”


Misty sat at the kitchen table drawing on her notepad while she waited for her tea to steep. Farrell tore down the stairs and stood behind her.


“Did you get something from the earring?”


She nodded and pointed to what she was drawing. Farrell watched with interest as Misty drew lines and more lines until it looked like a map. She drew a couple of little tents, then water. Under it all she drew a wiggly line. Beneath the wiggly line she drew a sombrero and Farrell nodded.


“Uh huh. Mexico.”


Misty took a deep breath and beside the lake she drew what appeared to be a little person. Then she drew horns on his head. The devil. She shrugged and gave the picture to Farrell.


He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Fantastic.” To Carm: “Where’s Blacky.”


“Oficina.”


Farrell bolted down the hall and blasted into the office. “Help me figure this out, bro. Misty saw where Avery is.”


Blaine took the drawing from his brother’s shaking hand. “Let’s see what we’ve got. Okay, along the border there’s a campground with a lake.” Blaine pulled up a map of southern Texas and nodded his head. “Is this a devil?”


“I think so,” said Farrell. “I couldn’t figure that little guy out.”


“Devil’s Lake is straight south from Sonora. There must be a campground on the lake. Wonder why he hasn’t crossed over?”


“Left in a hurry? No passport?”


“Yep,” said Blaine. “He could have one, but maybe Avery doesn’t, and he’s stuck.”


“I’m calling the boss.” Farrell paced and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “We’ll leave right away and take the dogs.”


“You guys take Luke,” said Blaine. “Jesse can’t handle a dog on the run.”


“Right.” Farrell could feel the heat in his face he was so wound as he scrolled to Jesse’s cell number.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE sat beside Charity’s high chair in the Quantrall dining room and tried to feed her a spoonful of scrambled eggs.


She shook her dark curls and wouldn’t open her mouth.


“You don’t want any eggs?”


Bobby laughed on the other side of the table. “Molly said she hates eggs.”


“Eggs are good for you,” said Jesse. “Daddy loves them.” He offered her another tiny spoonful and she swatted the spoon away from her. Eggs flew and landed on the front of Jesse’s clean shirt. All his brothers snorted.


“Guess I’ll change my shirt,” said Jesse. “You try, Tyler. You’ve got the touch with the women.”


Tyler raised an eyebrow and he wasn’t smiling.


Jesse’s cell rang. He pushed his chair back and stepped into the foyer to answer. “Yeah, Farrell, what’s happening?”


“Misty got a read on Miss Avery. We need to take the dogs and go to Devil’s Lake.”


“Isn’t that right on the border? Why hasn’t he crossed over?”


“Don’t know, but I hope he doesn’t until we get there.”


“I’m leaving now. Bring another handler.”


“Luke is coming.”


“Twenty minutes,” said Jesse and headed upstairs to change his shirt.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LUKE, TRAVIS, Fletcher and Carlos reported for work at eight fifteen. Blaine pointed to the coffee and then to the table. Time for a meeting.


Misty had retired to the table by the window and was reading her book of shadows and drinking tea. Blaine smiled as he watched her making notes.


She’s gonna conjure up something today, sure as hell, and scare the bejesus out of Carm.


He strode back to the table and organized the day. “Farrell, Jesse and Luke are heading out. Misty got a read on Avery Dennison and Jesse is on his way here with the dogs.”


Luke called across the kitchen, “Good job, Miss Misty. We needed help on that one.”


Farrell nodded in agreement as he filled a traveler for the road.


Misty looked up from her huge book of spells and smiled.


Blaine continued, “I’ve been doing research on Lucco Maldonado and I came up with two different addresses for him. One I got from DMV and the other was from his parole officer. He’s a bi-weekly reporter and he’s MIA. He hasn’t reported for his last two appointments and there’s a want out on him.”


“He’s the guy who might have killed Hilder?” asked Carlos. “I’ve been reading the emails Lil sent me every day but I’m a little out of the loop.”


“That’s okay,” said Blaine. “You’ll be with me this morning at the autopsy and we’ll catch up.” He handed a slip of paper to Travis. “You and Fletch take the two addresses. One’s here in the city according to his PO, but his DL says he lives in San Marcos. I don’t know how close Hilder got to finding him, so we have to start over. Hilder’s client, Roberto Santos, says this Maldonado guy is a real loser. I haven’t read his complete jacket yet but be careful when y’all approach him. Another problem you might run into is the kidnapped boy. He’s almost sixteen and he may want you to bring him home to his daddy or he may not. See what happens and call for backup if you need it. Both places might be old addresses and you won’t need to worry, but if they are both busts, canvas the neighbors at both locations.”


“Yep,” said Travis. “Neighbors are good info sources.”


“Sometimes,” added Fletcher.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE AND CARLOS arrived at Headquarters at nine thirty for John Hilder’s autopsy.


“Is the Governor upset about Hilder?” asked Carlos. “I guess she would be.”


“She is. I put her in touch with Hilder’s older brother and they’re discussing arrangements, I think.”


“Too bad the way things turned out. I liked the guy.”


After giving the Chief a shout out and a coffee, they headed downstairs to the morgue. The pathologist, Doctor Simon had Hilder’s body on the table and was ready to rock.


“Don’t expect to find anything too startling,” said the doctor. “We know the cause of death already.”


“No prints on the golf club,” said Blaine, “and Sue said only Hilder’s prints were on the cart.”


After the autopsy concluded, Blaine brought the Chief up to speed on the murder. He told him about Hilder’s client and a possible motive.


“The boys are out there beating the bushes for this Maldonado character now?” asked Calhoun.


“Uh huh. Two different addresses. See what turns up.”


“What about Sonora?” asked the Chief. “Farrell was beside himself the way things turned out.”


“More on that later,” said Blaine. “We have a new lead.”


The Chief raised an eyebrow. “How? I thought the killer was in the wind?”


“Misty,” said Blaine. “Can’t explain it, but I can’t ignore it either.”


“Where?”


“Devil’s Lake, close to the border.”


“I wish Farrell luck,” said the Chief. “Never seen him so stressed.”


 


East Austin.


TRAVIS AND FLETCHER parked in front of the first address in East Austin. A run-down four-storey apartment building covered in graffiti, plywood replacing the glass in the front door. Travis kicked broken glass and garbage out of the way as they walked from the curb to the entrance.


Fletcher pulled on a pair of latex gloves before he touched the door handle. He screwed up his face. “You can smell the stink out here and we haven’t opened the fuckin door.”


“You’re right,” said Travis, “This place reeks. Try not to inhale.” 


No problem gaining access, the doors were barely holding to their hinges. No security panel. Anybody could walk in. “Second floor,” said Travis. “No elevator.”


“What number?” Fletcher watched where he was stepping as they mounted the urine soaked stairs.


“Two ten.” Travis picked up the pace not wanting to spend a minute longer than he had to in this grunge hole. He stopped in front of two ten and hammered on the door. “Police, Mr. Maldonado, open the door.”


A little boy, not more than five or six opened the door. “Lucco moved out and said me and my mom could live here.”


Travis squatted down to talk to the boy. “Is he your father?”


The little boy nodded.


“Where’s your mom?” asked Fletcher. “Is she home?”


“At work.”


“Why aren’t you at school?” asked Travis.


“I don’t go to school. I watch Andres.”


“Can we come in?” asked Travis.


“No. Mommy said not to let anybody in.”


“Okay,” said Travis, “your mommy is right about that. How old is Andres?”


“He’s a baby.”


“Right,” said Travis. “Your mom left you to watch the baby.” To Fletcher: “Go out front and call child services. I’ll stay here.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER the autopsy, Blaine headed back to the Agency to meet with Mary Polito. She was working on a big story about the gang war and needed input. While she waited in the kitchen, she watched wide-eyed as Misty and Carm brewed up something in a black cauldron that smelled suspiciously like weeds.


Blaine made a face as he came through the kitchen door. “Are you cooking weeds?”


Misty smiled and shook her head. She pointed to an open page in the book of shadows.


“Oh, it’s a spell,” said Blaine. “Don’t let me get in your way.” He waved Mary down the hall to the office and Carlos followed.


When they were seated Blaine asked, “Do you know Carlos, Mary?”


“I don’t think so.” She offered her hand. “I’m Mary, press liaison for the Agency.”


“I read your column,” said Carlos.


Mary smiled. “I’m always happy to have a reader.”


 


East Austin.


AFTER a woman from Child Welfare Services arrived at the apartment and took the children, Travis and Fletcher headed south down I-35 to San Marcos.


“That mother is gonna be sad when she comes home, and her kids are gone,” said Fletcher.


“Maybe she will be but leaving a five year old to take care of a baby is not only illegal, it endangers both children. Did you see the filth they were living in?” asked Travis. “And who knows the last time the little punks ate a decent meal. I don’t like separating a mother from her children any more than you do, but we have to call. No way we can ignore something like that.”


“So now we know the guy we’re trying to find ditched that woman and two kids and took off with another woman and her kid?”


“Looks like it. I haven’t read his jacket, but Blacky said it was thick.”


“Why in hell would a woman married to a high-ranking officer run off with a piece of scum with two strikes against him?”


Travis shrugged. “No clue, partner. People do the craziest shit.”


“I guess we get to see a lot more of it than most.”


 


San Marcos.


MALDANADO’S ADDRESS in San Marcos turned out to be a mobile home in a trailer park. Travis parked on the short gravel drive and turned the engine off.


“No vehicle,” said Fletcher. “Maybe the dude has a job.”


“Let’s check it out anyway.” They mounted the three steps onto a tiny wooden porch and Travis knocked on the door.


A pretty Hispanic lady opened the door a crack and peered out at them. “Who are you and what do you want?”


“We’re looking for Lucco Maldonado,” said Travis. “This is the address we have for him.”


“He’s not here,” she said and tried to close the door.


Travis jammed his boot in the door. “Are you Mrs. Santos?”


“Not any more. I’m Maria Rivera. Did Roberto send you?”


Travis held up his creds. “We’re police, ma’am. Investigating the murder of a man named John Hilder. Would you know anything about that?”


“No, I don’t know anything about it. I don’t want to talk to you.”


“Who is it, mama?” asked a boy standing behind her.


“Nobody,” she said as she tried to push the door closed.


Travis pushed his way in and slapped a cuff on her wrist. “I’m afraid you’ll have to come with us, ma’am. You’re wanted for custodial questioning in a murder investigation and also in connection to a parental kidnapping.”


“Why are you putting handcuffs on my mother?” asked the boy.


“Your father has filed charges, son, and we have to take you both to Austin to straighten this out.”


“I want to go home,” said young Roberto. “My friends are in Austin, but my mother said my father didn’t want me anymore.”


Travis shook his head. “Not true. I’ll take you to your father and you can work it out.”


Roberto smiled. “I’ll get my stuff.”


“Fletch, get Ms. Rivera secured in the truck and I’ll help Roberto gather his belongings.”


Travis spent a few minutes in the boy’s room while he gathered up his laptop and his games and packed his clothes.


Roberto Junior took a look around the tiny bedroom when he was ready. “I think that’s it.” He smiled at Travis. “I’m happy I’m going home. I hate it here in this trailer and I don’t like Lucco.”


“Did Mr. Maldonado hurt you?” asked Travis.


“He yelled at me a lot and he pushed me a couple of times, but he didn’t punch me or anything. I’m scared of him.”


“Uh huh. Does he work somewhere?”


“No. He borrows money off my Mom.”


Why would she stay with him?


Travis held the door open and stepped onto the porch with the boy. “Oh, oh. Here he comes,” said Roberto. “He’s gonna be mad.”


“Get in the front seat of my truck and lock the door.” Travis grabbed his bag and tossed it into the load bed.


“I’m scared,” said the boy.


Travis hurried Roberto into the front seat just as Fletcher caught sight of the approaching pickup and jumped out of the back seat with his weapon drawn.


Lucco Maldonado parked his old truck and jumped out hollering and cursing. “You fuckin cops get away from my family.”


“You’re wanted for parole violation and under arrest on suspicion of murder, Mr. Maldonado,” said Travis. “Get down on your knees and put your hands on your head.”


Maldonado whipped a Glock out of his waistband and pointed it at Travis. Fletcher fired, and Maldonado dropped onto the gravel screaming and clutching his leg. Maldonado fired off a shot at Fletcher and it ricocheted off the front bumper of Travis’ truck with a loud ping.


Incensed, Travis charged forward and kicked the gun out of Maldonado’s hand. Fletcher picked it up where it landed and bagged it for evidence.


“I’ll find you assholes and kill you for this,” hollered Maldonado.


“Do it,” yelled Travis. “I’ll kill you back.” He walked away and called for an ambulance and a crew to search the trailer.


They sat on the steps of the trailer, lit up smokes and waited.


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


IT WAS ALMOST one o’clock when Farrell pulled into Del Rio. It had been a long drive and the boys needed food fast. They gave a shout out when they spotted a Panda Express and Farrell flicked his blinker on. He lined up in the drive-through, ordered food and Cokes then drove to the back of the parking area.


Jesse and Luke leashed the dogs and let them out to stretch their legs and relieve themselves. They’d been lying in the back of the truck for four hours.


“Let’s hit the info center,” said Jesse as he took a bite of his egg roll. “We need a list of all the campgrounds around Devil’s


Lake.”


Farrell nodded. “Good plan. We’ll check them one by one.”


The boys were still eating their take-out as Farrell found the tourist info center and ran inside. He came out with three possibilities. “Three,” he said and handed the brochures across the console to Jesse. “No state park. Three privately owned.”


“Okay, let’s find the first one.” Jesse programmed the name of it into the GPS. “RV Paradise.”


About fifteen minutes after leaving Del Rio they arrived at the gate of the campground. A huge wooden sign listed all the amenities the park offered. Farrell parked at the office just inside the front gate and went inside.


“Need a spot?” asked a chunky girl with buzzed off hair. She had a silver ring piercing her cheek and it made Farrell wince to look at it.


“No thanks. I’m trying to find someone.” Farrell laid his creds in front of the girl. “I need to see a list of everybody you have staying here.”


The girl frowned. “I don’t think I’m supposed to show people that.”


“You can show me.” He pointed to his ID. “I’m a Texas Ranger and I’m looking for a murderer.”


“A murderer might be in our park?”


“Yes, ma’am. And If he’s here I’d like to get him out of y’all’s way as soon as possible.”


“I want that too. My dad wouldn’t want anybody like that staying here. This is a family park.” She reached under the counter and pulled out an old fashioned registration book. RV Paradise didn’t use a computer system.


Jesse strolled in the door and tipped his hat to the girl. “How we doing in here?”


“You a Texas Ranger too?” the girl asked him.


“Jesse Quantrall, at your service, ma’am.”


Farrell finished reading through all the names and pushed the book to Jesse. “I don’t think he’s here.”


The girl blew out a breath. “I’m happy to hear that.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE got the call from Travis in San Marcos and he and Carlos drove to headquarters to meet them.


“They’re bringing in the ex-wife and the son?” asked Carlos.


“Trav said, the suspect went sideways and fired at them. Fletch put one in his leg and he’s in the San Marcos hospital under guard.”


“Good progress,” said Carlos. “Damn good.”


“I’ll call Roberto Santos and have him meet us at DPS. He can take his son home.”


“Do you think the wife set Hilder up?”


“Santos does, so she must be capable of it.”


“Hope she gives it up,” said Carlos. “Be nice to close a case.”


Blaine made the call. “Mr. Santos, this is Blaine Blackmore. My boys have your son and they’re bringing him to headquarters. Can you meet me there?”


“That’s fantastic news, Ranger Blackmore. I never expected they’d find him so quickly. I’m on my way.” He sounded excited. “Where am I going?”


“Do you know where the DPS building is?”


“I do.”


“Meet us there as soon as it’s convenient.”


“Oh, it’s convenient. Nothing more convenient than getting my boy back home.”


Blaine and Carlos waited in the Chief’s office for the others to arrive. It wasn’t more than ten or fifteen minutes before Travis stuck his head in.


“I’m putting Ms. Rivera in room two, boss.”


Blaine stood up. “Great work, Trav. I’m glad you and Fletch didn’t catch any stray bullets.”


“Me too.” Travis’ lip curled, “But my truck caught one on the front bumper.”


“Where’s the boy?”


“He’s in the waiting area with Fletcher.”


“And he wants to be with his father?” asked Chief Calhoun.


“He said all his friends are in Austin and he didn’t want to move away.”


“Kids always get caught in the middle,” said the Chief. “Damn shame when the parents split up.”


“I’ll talk to Mr. Santos, then I’ll interview the ex-wife,” said Blaine.


“Hope she confesses,” said the Chief. “Save a lot of time.”


Blaine strolled out to the waiting area and sat down next to young Roberto. “Hi, I’m Blaine Blackmore.”


Roberto’s eyes widened. “You’re the super cop.”


“I’m just a cop like the rest of them,” said Blaine.


“I want long hair like you, but my Mom said no.”


“I’ll put a word in for you with your daddy,” said Blaine.


“Would you? That would be so cool.”


Roberto senior rushed through the glass doors and hugged his son. “What would be cool, son?”


“Ranger Blackmore said he’d talk to you about letting me have longer hair.”


Roberto senior grinned. “The length of your hair is the least of my worries.” He hugged his son again, then turned and shook Blaine’s hand. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you found Roberto. May I call you later to find out the… details.”


He doesn’t want to talk about Maria in front of his son.


Blaine nodded. “Call me after seven.”


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


STONEY ACRES was the second campground on the list, and it was only about five miles from the first one around the north shore of the lake.


Farrell hurried inside the office thinking they might be too late. Joey Golden had taken Avery two days ago and she might be dead by now. That was the single thought that had occupied his brain since he left Sonora and he was close to losing it.


Wasting no time with pleasantries, Farrell slapped his credentials on the counter. “I’m looking for a fugitive that may be camped in your park.”


The man behind the counter was in his fifties and going gray. He peered at Farrell over his glasses and said, “Is this a joke?”


“No joke sir, I need to see the names of every person in this park.”


“Don’t you need a warrant?”


“Not if someone’s life is in danger. The person I’m looking for has a hostage.”


“I’ve never had any problems. Campers are good people.”


“I’m sure, on the whole they are,” said Farrell, “but in this case it isn’t true. Could you give me a list, please? The guy would be pulling a mobile home using a tow truck.”


The man behind the counter raised an eyebrow. “I have a camper that matches that description in spot…” He pulled out a little map with names on it. “Spot forty-one. Near the water.” He pointed. “Follow the road around to your left and you’ll see markers in front of each site.”


“Forty-one. Thanks.” Farrell booked it back to the truck, slid behind the wheel and stomped the gas. “Spot forty-one.”


Luke hollered out the numbers as they whizzed along the narrow dirt road. “Thirty-two. We’re getting close.”


“Odd number,” said Jesse, “other side of the road.”


“Forty on my side,” said Luke.


“I see it,” hollered Farrell.


“Stop here, kiddo,” said Jesse. “Don’t let him see your truck.”


“Yeah, you’re right, boss. Luke and I will run from here.” Farrell was out of the truck in a flash and running towards spot forty-one.


Luke followed then took a detour through the trees and ran around the back of the unit.


Jesse couldn’t run, but he followed along behind in case the boys needed backup. When he arrived at the site he could see Farrell at the front door. He was standing to one side like he was supposed to. In a rush to leave, they hadn’t brought vests with them.


“This is the police, Joey. Open the door.”


Bang.


A shot was fired from inside and blasted a chunk out of the door. Farrell’s SW was in his hand as he kicked the door in.


Bang. Bang. Bang.


Farrell jumped back and stood with his back against the siding to the left of the entrance. Golden was peppering the doorway with gunfire and Farrell couldn’t get in.


All went quiet for a moment.


Bang. Bang.


Two shots fired at the back of the trailer. Farrell risked a glance, saw nothing and ran through the trailer and out the back door. Luke was down. He laid in the dirt clutching his arm. “I hit him,” hollered Luke. “There’s blood on the step. Get the dogs.”


Farrell ran back inside the trailer to search for Avery. One of the bedroom doors was closed and he opened it. She was tied up on the bed naked with duct tape over her mouth, her blue eyes wide with fear.


“One sec, sweetheart. Calling for help.” Farrell ran to the front entrance and Jesse was coming in. “Need an ambulance for Avery and for Luke.” He grabbed a couple of kitchen towels and hollered, “Help Avery, boss. I’ve got to stop up Luke’s bleeding.”


 


JESSE sat on the side of the bed and as gently as he could removed the tape over Avery’s mouth. She was shaking like a leaf and her teeth were chattering. Jesse feared she might be going into shock. He pulled a blanket over her bottom half while he freed her hands from the plastic ties, then covered her up to her neck, moved to the bottom of the bed and cut the ties on her ankles.


“I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall, Miss Avery. I’m Farrell’s boss.”


She nodded. “Thank you for coming. I saw Farrell for a second.”


“He’s helping his partner. Joey Golden shot Luke.”


The tears started, and Avery sobbed. Her face was bruised and swollen and there was dried blood around her mouth, but all in all she didn’t seem too bad on the outside. What damage had been done to her inside and emotionally, Jesse had no way of knowing.


Fifteen minutes later, sirens sounded, and the ambulance arrived. Farrell directed the paramedics to Luke first and once he was safely in the back of the bus, he ran inside with one of the attendants and showed him where Avery was. He leaned down and hugged her and she wrapped her arms around his neck.


“I’ll come to the hospital as soon as I can,” he whispered. “Jesse is coming with y’all.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE entered room two and sat down opposite Maria Rivera, the ex-Mrs. Santos. He explained the details of the interview and started the recorder.


“Where is Roberto?” she asked. “Is he safe?”


“His father took him home,” said Blaine. “He’s safe.”


“I’ll take him back as soon as I’m out of here. He’s better off with me.”


“Is that why you sent Lucco Maldanado to kill John Hilder?”


Maria didn’t blink. “I want to see Lucco.”


Blaine shook his head. “That’s not possible. He’s in a hospital in San Marcos and as soon as he’s treated he’ll be moved to the jail infirmary.”


“I want to bail him out. Tell me how to do it.”


“You should be more concerned with your own position, ma’am. Lucco Maldonado is a two-time loser. This time he’ll be in jail for good.”


“No, that isn’t true. The charges against him were lies the police made up. He swore to it.”


Blaine smiled. “Mr. Maldonado has a long history of crime and prison time, ma’am, despite what he may have told you. And this time, I’m charging you both with murder in the first degree. The murder of John Hilder was premeditated. You and Mr. Maldonado will be sentenced to death row in Huntsville.”


She began to sob. “I was so lonely with Roberto always gone and Lucco was good to me. Better than Roberto ever was.”


“Did you ask Lucco to get rid of John Hilder?” asked Blaine.


“That detective was snooping around and asking all my friends where I was. I couldn’t let him find Roberto. I was protecting my son.”


“Protecting him from what?”


“His father has money and powerful friends and he would take Roberto Junior and make it impossible for me to see him.”


“You don’t know that for certain.”


“We argued many times and he threatened me.”


“And you killed a man for what might have happened?”


“I want to call a lawyer.”


Blaine nodded. “As soon as you’re booked you can do just that.”


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


FARRELL left Bluebelle in the truck, leashed Red and started him at the back step where some of Joey Golden’s blood had splattered. Golden had wounded Luke and Luke had returned fire and hit Golden, but he wasn’t sure where. It happened fast, and Golden took off running and never looked back.


Red put his sensitive nose to the ground and followed a footpath that ran along the edge of the lake. The big bloodhound kept going until it was too dark for Farrell to see any more. He was walking into trees, branches were hitting him in the face and bushes were scratching his arms. He had to turn back.


Once he retraced his steps to the trailer he called Sheriff Oxford in Sonora and explained the situation.


“You found him, Ranger Donovan. Good work, and yes, I’d be happy to supply some manpower in the morning. We’ll get an early start and join you.”


“Thanks, Sheriff. I’m heading for the hospital now.”


 


Del Rio Hospital. South Texas.


FARRELL drove into Del Rio and caught up with Jesse in the Emergency room waiting area.


“Did you try Red?” asked Jesse.


“Yep, and he worked all along the shore about a quarter of the way around the lake and then it was so dark I had to go back. Sheriff Oxford is coming in the morning to help us search.


“Good,” said Jesse, “we need all the men we can get. I talked to Blacky and he’s coming as early as he can.”


Farrell smiled. “That’s great news. I need to see him.”


Jesse set his Styrofoam cup on the edge of the trash can. “Come on, I’ll show you where the patients are.”


Farrell followed Jesse down the hallway to the little curtained off cubicles. “Luke is in three and Miss Avery is in five.”


Farrell stuck his head in three and Luke was being bandaged up. He grinned at Farrell. “Through and through. No sweat.”


“Still hurts like a bugger,” said Farrell. “I’ll be back to get you.” He closed the curtain and moved on to treatment room five. Avery was standing up and was almost dressed. Her eyes welled up with tears when she saw Farrell.


“I’m okay to leave,” she said in a whisper.


Farrell stepped into the tiny space and held her tight in a hug for a couple of minutes. “I’m so glad you’re alive. Nothing else matters.”


 


JESSE STOOD outside the front entrance of the hospital while he waited for Farrell and the others. He made a call to Quantrall. “Hey, Ty, I’m not going to make it home tonight. Is Charity okay?”


“She’s fine, Jesse. Molly bathed her, and I put her to bed. Where are you?”


“Del Rio. It’s a good distance and I won’t be back until later tomorrow.”


“We’re good. If I have anything happening at the barn, I’ll give Wendy a shout out and she’ll help me with Charity.”


“Great, and Ty, about the other day… I’m sorry I freaked out. You and Ace have always been close, and I have no right to tell you what you can and can’t do. None whatsoever. I gave up my rights when I moved back to Quantrall.”


“We’re good, Jesse. I hate like hell when you’re mad at me. Can’t fuckin take it.”


“I’m only mad at myself. See y’all tomorrow. Kiss my baby girl for me.”


“I already did.”


 


ONCE LUKE AND AVERY were ready to go, Farrell drove the truck to the hospital pickup loop. Farrell gave Avery a hand up and into the passenger seat in the front and Jesse and Luke squeezed into the back seat with the dogs.


“Oh, your dogs are here,” said Avery. “Can I pet them?”


“Sure,” said Jesse, “They love attention.” To Farrell: “We need groceries, kiddo, and dog food and a two-four of Lone Star.”


“I hear you, boss. Next stop H.E.B.”


Jesse and Farrell did a quick run through the grocery store and picked up what they needed for the following day, then Farrell drove through Chick-fil-A and bought dinner.


When they got back to the campsite, Jesse fed the dogs while Farrell took Avery and Luke inside and tried to make them comfortable.


“I’m glad y’all are staying here with me,” said Avery. “Joey might come back.” She rinsed out the carafe and started a pot of coffee.


Farrell popped the top on a can of Lone Star, handed it to Luke on the sofa, then got one for himself. “Show me where the clean sheets are,” said Farrell. “I’m gonna clean up the bedroom.”


“Thank you, Farrell.” She opened the narrow door to a tiny linen closet. “The bed in the spare room is clean and somebody can sleep on the sofa.”


“Where am I gonna sleep?” Farrell asked in a whisper and winked at her.


She tried to smile.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was upstairs packing a bag for Del Rio when Roberto Santos called.


“Ranger Blackmore, I wanted to thank your team for finding my son so quickly and bringing him back to me.”


“I’m glad it worked out,” said Blaine, “Will you be allowing your ex-wife visitation in the future?”


“I’m not sure. I promised her we’d share custody, but that was before she kidnapped our son. Now I’m not sure she wouldn’t do that again if she got the chance.”


“If she’s in prison, your son may wish to see his mother sometime in the future and supervised visits might be the way to go,” said Blaine. “She said she took him because she feared you’d never let her see him.”


“I’m sure the court would set ground rules,” said Santos. “I’ve been in the service all my life and I’m used to following orders. Even if I didn’t like it, Maria would have rights.”


“As long as you see it that way, sir.”






 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Tuesday, May 12th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE set his alarm for five a.m. for the drive west to Devil’s Lake. He carefully pushed back the duvet and got out of bed, so he wouldn’t wake Misty. He picked up his clothes and took them into the ensuite to dress. Thinking he was successful in his stealth he was surprised to see the light on in the bedroom and Misty sitting on the side of the bed getting dressed.


Blaine strode around to her side of the bed. “What’s happening, sweetheart? Why are you getting dressed?”


She pointed at herself and tried to speak.


“No, you can’t come with me. It’s too dangerous and too far.”


She nodded her head and tried to stand up. For a couple of seconds, she stood balancing and then took a step. Blaine caught her as she tilted to one side.


“I have to go, Mist. The boys are coming early.” He pointed at the bed. “Go back to sleep.”


“No.” The word came out loud and clear.


“Okay, no. Can I ask why you want to come?”


She opened her hand and showed Blaine Avery’s earring.


“You want to give Avery her earring?”


Misty nodded.


“I can do it.” Blaine held out his hand and Misty wouldn’t give it to him. He could feel the tension tightening in the back of his neck. “I have to go. You’re not coming.”


Misty turned her head with a quick jerk and the bedroom door slammed shut.


“Oh, we’re playing mind games now, are we?” Blaine was fuming. “Well how about this one?” he hollered at her. “Watch me disappear.”


He crossed the room, grabbed the door knob and the door wouldn’t open. Furious, he kicked the door with his Harley boot and the dogs howled. “Let me out, Mystere.” His voice had an icy edge to it.


Misty touched his hair from behind and he jumped.


Fuck, I hate it when she floats like that. Double fuck. She’s walking.


She reached down, turned the knob and opened the door.


“Good one. If you can beat me to the bottom of the stairs you can come.” Blaine took off running in his Harley boots and was sure he’d left her far behind. When he got to the bottom of the stairs she was waiting by the door.


“I give up.”


Misty smiled.


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


FARRELL woke next to Avery and gazed at her beautiful face. There was still bruising where that maniac Joey had hit her, but the black and blue was mellowing slightly. He’d slept on top of the quilt hoping she’d feel safe enough to sleep if he was close by, but she hadn’t slept well. He’d awakened several times as she tossed and turned and moaned in her sleep. He grabbed his jeans from the floor and tiptoed outside to have a smoke.


Jesse was standing by the trailer door in the gray smudge of dawn watching the dogs as they foraged around in the bushes and trees. He had to keep an eye on them in case they picked up an animal scent and ran off like hounds were prone to do. This wasn’t Quantrall land and they didn’t know their way home.


“How was Miss Avery’s night?” asked Jesse.


“She moaned and moved around a lot,” said Farrell, “I think she was dreaming.”


“Probably will be for a while.”


“What time was Blacky leaving Austin?” asked Farrell.


“He said extra early so he’s probably on his way now. Give him an hour and I’ll call and see how close they are.”


“Let’s get some coffee started.” Farrell stamped out his butt and went inside. Jesse whistled for the dogs.


 


Uvalde.


BLAINE BOOTED it out of Austin before daylight with Travis and Fletcher in the back seat and Misty riding shotgun. He’d left Carlos to work on paperwork with Lil. His stitched up arms were still giving him trouble.


Blaine glanced across the console at Misty wondering why she’d insisted on coming. Luke was right, Misty did have powers that she kept well hidden. When she chose to use them, Blaine was mind-boggled to say the least. He was a scientist and there was no logical explanation for anything Misty did. She lived on a different plane.


He stopped for gas in Uvalde and the boys stoked up on breakfast sandwiches and coffee. He helped Misty get inside the convenience store to the washroom. She was unsteady on her feet but walking almost on her own.


Blaine paused in the hallway in front of the ladies’ room. “Are you okay to go in there by yourself?”


She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. She pushed him up against the wall and explored his mouth with her tongue and he wanted her right there and then.


“Jeeze, Mist, this is a convenience store.”


She mouthed a word. “Convenient.”


Blaine laughed. “Isn’t it?”


She is so crazy. Why do I love her so much?


Another hour on route 90 and they arrived in Del Rio. Blaine programmed the campsite into the GPS and they were minutes away.


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


JESSE AND FARRELL were outside with the dogs when Sheriff Oxford arrived with a deputy driver and behind him was another squad car with three more deputies.


They piled out and got caught up on the case while they patted the bloodhounds.


“Blacky will be here shortly and we’ll get started,” said Farrell.


“Ranger Blackmore is coming to help?” asked Oxford.


Farrell nodded. “He’s bringing more men.”


“Excellent,” said Sheriff Oxford. “While we wait, we can drive the lake road, talk to a few campers and get a general feel for where he might be.”


“Sure, you go ahead. We’ll stay in contact, so we know where everybody is.”


Sheriff Oxford hadn’t been gone twenty minutes when Blaine arrived. He parked the big black beast, hopped out and came around to lift Misty down from the passenger seat.


Farrell gave Blaine an inquiring glance as to why Misty was with him and Blaine shrugged. He helped her up the step and into the trailer.


Farrell followed behind. “I’m amazed that you’re walking, Miss Misty. Sit down at the table and you can have a coffee with Miss Avery. She might have teabags in the cupboard. I’ll have to ask her.”


Avery came out of the bedroom dressed and looking better. She stared at Misty in wonder. Anyone not used to the far-out gypsy look that was Misty’s norm were usually dazzled by her clothes, her hair and her overall presence.


“This is Misty,” said Farrell, my brother’s girlfriend.”


“Hi, Misty,” said Avery. “I’m happy to meet you.”


Misty nodded and touched her throat.


“She can’t talk,” said Farrell. “She had an… accident.”


Blaine held out a hand to Avery. “I’m Blaine, Farrell’s brother.”


“Thank you for coming,” said Avery.


“We’re going to get started. “Misty and Avery are with Jesse and Luke. Lock the doors.”


Luke shuffled to the kitchen with his arm in a sling. “We’ve got the ladies covered.”


 


FARRELL took Travis around to the back of the trailer and they started both dogs on the blood spatter on the metal door step. “This is where Red started for me last night,” said Farrell. “I had to leave Bluebelle in the truck and she wasn’t happy.”


Travis was Bluebelle’s handler and she was his baby. He leaned down and hugged her. “How far did Red take you last night?”


Farrell pointed. “About a quarter way around the lake trail and by then it was pitch dark.”


“Okay, Bluebelle, do your stuff. We’ll find that murdering bandit.” Travis held the leash loosely while Bluebelle sniffed around the back door and sniffed the blood on the step. As soon as she alerted, both dogs took off running towards the water.


“Call me when you’ve got a locate,” Blaine said into his earwig and we’ll be there in five.”


“Roger that, boss.”


With Bluebell and Travis in the lead they followed the same narrow footpath Farrell had followed the night before. After they’d been jogging behind the dogs for about twenty minutes, Farrell said, “I think this is where I turned around last night. I couldn’t see, but it feels about this far.”


“Okay, let’s see where Bluebell is going.” The big black and tan rounded two more bends, passed several camp sites and sat down beside a row of kayaks. “You want to rent a kayak, Bluebelle?” asked Travis.


The kayak rental shop sat on the edge of the lake in a little clearing. A long wooden dock jutted out into the water.


Farrell handed Travis Red’s leash and tore inside.


A young man who might have been a high school student stood behind the counter. “Help y’all with something?”


“Yes. Did somebody rent a kayak last night about dusk?”


“Nope, but somebody stole one. I was at the cottage next door where my parents live eating dinner and when I came back one was missing.”


“What color was it?”


“Are you the robbery police?”


“Texas Ranger.”


“For a kayak?”


Farrell grinned. “Yep, one time only.”


“Sweet.” He rounded the counter. “Let me see the row and I’ll tell you what color is missing.”


Farrell followed him to where Travis was standing with the dogs. “The one on the end was purple, I think. Yep, purple.”


“I need a boat,” said Farrell.


“Umm…my dad has a boat. Maybe he’d take y’all where you need to go. Let me ask him.”


Farrell called Blaine. “Hey, Blacky, drive around to the kayak rental place. I’m borrowing a boat and we’re gonna check the shoreline.”


“On my way.”


A man jogged towards Farrell from the cottage next to the kayak shop. “Help you out with something, Ranger?”


“If you could,” said Farrell. “We’re pursuing a fugitive and he stole one of your kayaks last night, I believe.”


“Uh huh, that’s what Jimmy said.” He held out a hand. “I’m Pete Warnock.”


Farrell shook his hand. “If we can scope out the shoreline and spot the kayak it would save a lot of time and it would save the dogs a lot of miles.”


Warnock eyed the big bloodhounds sitting next to Travis and smiled. “Beautiful dogs.” He turned and pointed across the water. “Y’all know the far side of the lake is Mexico, right?”


“I’m not sure where the line is,” said Farrell.


“No matter. Not much of anything on the other side of the lake. Hang on for a second and I’ll bring the bass boat up to the dock.”


Blaine parked next to the rental shop and jumped out with Fletcher. He was staring at something on his phone. “That’s Mexico on the far shore,” said Blaine. “We’ll have to go back to the Amistad dam and cross there with the truck.”


“Uh huh,” said Mr. Warnock. “That’s what I was thinking. That will take a bit of time.”


Blaine introduced himself and Fletcher. To Farrell: “You haven’t heard anything from Oxford?”


“Nope.”


Blaine thought for a moment. “Okay, let’s do this. You two take the dogs in the boat and get Mr. Warnock to drop y’all when you spot the kayak. Fletcher and I will head back to the border crossing and work our way around to y’all on the other side.”


“Do you mind the dogs in your boat, Mr. Warnock?” asked Farrell.


Warnock smiled. “Nope, not at all.”


 


BLAINE turned the truck around and followed the dirt road back to the campsite.


“Do you think Golden is running free in Mexico, boss?” asked Fletcher.


“Yep, I think that’s about it. Don’t see how we could ever find him if he grabbed a ride and headed south.”


“Don’t see any roads marked on the Mexico side,” said Fletch, gazing at the little map on his phone, “but maybe there are.”


Blaine picked up coffee on the way to the Amistad crossing and there was no waiting at the border when they arrived. They showed their creds and were on their way.


 


JESSE and Avery made breakfast in the trailer. Luke had taken his meds with a cup of coffee and gone back to sleep on the sofa.


“As soon as we know what’s going on,” said Jesse, “we’ll make a plan to get you girls home.”


Avery nodded. “I need to talk to Farrell.”


“Did you talk to your mother last night?” asked Jesse.


Avery smiled. “She was so happy. She took Sylvie home from the hospital and Mom said Diego was hanging on tight to my sister.” The smile vanished from her face. “I wish I could see Sylvie.”


“That’s like Charity,” said Jesse. “When I’m away from her and then come home, she wants me to pick her up and carry her.”


“Do you have a baby, Ranger Quantrall?” asked Avery.


Jesse grinned and whipped out his phone. “Sure do. Let me show you.”


Avery watched Jesse scroll through the pictures. “She’s adorable.”


Misty finished her tea, pushed her cup out of the way and spread her Tarot cards on the table.


 


Devil’s Lake. South Texas.


THE DOGS were a little antsy in the boat when Mr. Warnock started the motor. Travis and Farrell held them close and steadied them as they took off from the dock and zoomed across the water.


Talking wasn’t an option with the roar of the Merc so the boys enjoyed the wind in their faces and concentrated on scanning the shoreline for the kayak.


Farrell pointed. “That looks like a kayak over there.”


Mr. Warnock turned the wheel and headed in closer. He shook his head. “Not one of ours.”


He slowed the boat down at the opposite side of the lake and they putted along slowly observing all the boats, canoes and kayaks tied up at various docks.


“That looks purple over there,” said Travis. He pointed to a clump of trees with the back end of what might be a kayak barely showing.


“Uh huh. I see it. Let’s check it out.” Mr. Warnock drove the boat as close to the shore as he could get without running aground. “Sorry I can’t get y’all any closer.”


“That’s okay,” said Farrell, “only a few feet to the shore.” He jumped over the side of the boat and splashed into water up to his knees. The dogs didn’t need encouragement, they loved water and jumped out of the boat after Farrell. He waded through the cold water to the mucky shore, pulled himself up beside the half-hidden kayak and waited for Travis.


Once Travis was on dry land, they let the dogs sniff the kayak for a couple of minutes before shoving it into the water and pushing it out far enough, so Mr. Warnock could reach it. He tied it to the bass boat and gave them a wave.


Bluebelle alerted and tugged against her leash. “We’re moving,” said Travis.


The dogs pushed ahead for an hour through the thick woods on the south side of the lake. The trees began thinning out and gave way to scrub bushes and then to sand and cacti. They came to a dirt road and Red sat down. End of the line. He’d lost the scent.


“Golden could have picked up a ride here,” said Travis. He looked up at the sun glaring down at them and took off his shirt. “Must be a hundred degrees out here.”


“The dogs are hot, and they need water,” said Farrell. “I’m calling Blacky to see where he is.”


 


Mexico.


BLAINE answered Farrell’s call and he was almost on top of them. He’d been driving along the single dirt track since the border crossing not knowing where it went, but it was the only option going west. “I can’t be far from y’all. Should be there in a few.”


He rounded a bend and Fletcher pointed. “There they are. They look wet.”


Blaine stopped the truck and hopped out. “Where’s the kit for the dogs? They need towels.”


“In the Range Rover,” said Farrell. “Don’t have it here.”


“Never mind,” said Blaine. “Just brush them off and don’t worry about it. We’ll clean up the truck later. You guys look like you could use a drink. I’ve got water in the truck.”


“The dogs need water too.” Farrell wasn’t happy as he loaded the dogs into the back seat and took their leashes off. “We just gonna leave him in Mexico? Are we letting the goddam pervert live?”


“Nothing we can do about him at this moment,” said Blaine. “He’s got a huge head start and he could be anywhere by now. We’ll sent a want to Mexico as soon as we can.”


Farrell stood beside the truck and stared at the nothingness of the terrain. “Don’t know if I can just walk away from here, knowing what he did to Avery and her sister and all the rest of the girls he took.”


“Get in the truck, bro,” said Blaine. “We’ll get him. Just not today.”


 


Del Rio. South Texas.


AN HOUR LATER they arrived back at the campsite and Farrell wasn’t talking. Travis cleaned up the dogs and fed them while Blaine brought Jesse up to date on the pursuit.


“Did Sheriff Oxford come back here?” asked Blaine.


“Yeah, he did, and I told him you’d gone to search the Mexico side. He had a couple calls and had to go back to Sonora.”


“That’s okay. We’re done for today.”


“Think I’ll head home if y’all are done with the dogs,” said Jesse.


Farrell spoke his first words since Mexico. “I’ll bring them back, boss. Don’t think I can leave yet.”


“Okay, no problem. I’ll take Luke with me and drop him off at the ranch. He’s wounded and Ace will fuss over him.”


Luke smiled and patted his wounded arm. “Makes it all worthwhile, don’t it, boss?”


 


AFTER JESSE left and took the injured Luke with him, Blaine opened a Lone Star and sat down at the table with Avery and Misty. Avery was watching Misty shuffle the deck and Blaine wondered what Avery thought of the woman he loved.


“Do you have a plan, Miss Avery?” asked Blaine.


“I… wanted to talk to Farrell but he’s upset about Joey and now isn’t a good time.” She walked to the fridge and got herself a beer. “My mother called and said Bud Larkin is furious that his trailer was stolen. He wants me out of it by the time he comes to get it.”


“You rented this unit from him?” asked Blaine.


“Uh huh. It was close to the ranch where I worked, and it was clean and partly furnished when I moved in.”


“This Larkin guy is coming here to the campground?”


Avery nodded. “I don’t know when and I don’t know what I should do. Maybe I should be packing all my stuff, but I don’t know.” Her eyes welled up.


“Okay, I can see where that’s a problem for you.”


And after being abducted and raped I don’t know how you’re holding together.


“Wait a minute till I talk to Farrell and we’ll work something out.” Blaine stood up and stroked Misty’s hair. “Do you want anything, sweetheart?”


She shook her head and Blaine went to find Farrell.


Farrell, Travis and Fletcher stood in a tight little group smoking next to Farrell’s truck and were deep in conversation when Blaine approached. He pointed a finger at his brother and said, “See you for a minute?”


Farrell followed Blaine around the side of the trailer. “What?”


“Hey, I know you’re pissed we’re not following the dickwad all over fuckin Mexico, but we can’t, so suck it up. There are other pressing issues you have to deal with here and now.”


“Bullshit,” snapped Farrell, “like what?”


“Like Avery crying because the guy who owns this trailer is coming to haul it back to his park and she doesn’t know what the hell to do, that’s what.”


“Aw, shit,” said Farrell. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


“She was afraid to because you’re being such a goddam shithead.”


“Aw, shit,” Farrell said again. “Me being pissed has nothing to do with her. Nothing. I want her, bro, like for good. I want to take her back to Austin with me.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”


“Absolutely sure.”


“Then go inside, take her in the bedroom and lay down the plan. I’ll send Fletch and Travis into Del Rio to pick up a rental trailer and packing boxes and everybody can get off their asses and get busy.”


“I’ll go tell her,” said Farrell.


“Are you sure she wants the same thing you want?”


Farrell shrugged. “Umm… we haven’t had much time to talk. I better ask her that question first.”


Blaine grinned. “That better be your first question, you dumb asshole.”


 


ALERTED TO Avery’s plight, Farrell temporarily chucked his anger over losing Joey Golden. He blasted into the kitchen and startled both girls. Misty was doing a reading for Avery and writing her findings on her notepad while Avery watched in amazement. Misty affected people like that.


“Can I speak to Avery for a minute, Mist? Would that mess up your reading?”


Misty looked up and smiled. She shook her head.


Farrell pointed, and Avery followed him into the bedroom and sat on the side of the bed. Farrell closed the door, then sat down beside her and held her hand. “I’ve been an asshole today, but it has nothing to do with you, okay? I’m out of my mind because we didn’t grab Joey Golden.”


“Okay,” she said with tears in her eyes.


“Blacky told me about the trailer problem and it’s not as big a problem as it seems. Let the guy come and take it. I want you to move to Austin and live with me.”


Avery’s blue eyes widened. “Just pack up and leave? What about my job?”


“I have a job for you. My mother has an Appaloosa operation and you can work at her ranch.”


“Mr. Rayburn needs me.”


“Yeah, well Mr. Rayburn can find somebody else, Avery. I need you too and I want us to have a life together.”


“I’ve been thinking about that, Farrell, and I do want to be with you, but I don’t know if I can leave Sylvie and Diego and just walk away.”


“Your sister and Diego are staying with your mother. She wants them there permanently.”


“Can I think about it?”


Farrell gazed into her eyes. “I’m so sure I don’t have to think about it. I know it’s the right thing for me, but you’ve been through a trauma and you’re messed up because anybody would be. Take your time.” He leaned down and kissed her gently, then left the room.


 


FLETCHER and Travis returned with a U-Haul trailer hooked to the back of Blaine’s truck. Avery stood at the door of the trailer that was her home and watched as the men unloaded packs of flat packing boxes and long boxes of wrapping paper.


Farrell jumped in to help them carry the supplies into the trailer.


“I can’t believe y’all are helping me like this,” said Avery.


“It was Blacky’s idea,” said Farrell. “I’m too brain-dead to think of it.”


“Thank you, Ranger Blackmore,” said Avery.


“No problem. Maybe you should call me Blaine. And if you’re having second thoughts about Farrell, I know him better than most and he’s a bit of an asshole but he’s true blue.”


Avery spoke in almost a whisper as they stood in the doorway. “I don’t think I’m having doubts about Farrell. I can tell what a good person he is, but after what happened, I think I’m doubting everything I ever thought was real in my life.”


Blaine smiled. “What did the cards say?”


“A new beginning. Go forward,” said Avery. “I never met a mystical person like Misty before. She’s… amazing.”


“Isn’t she?”


“She gave me back my earring that I lost in Farrell’s truck.”


That’s how we found you.


By nightfall all of Avery’s belongings were packed up except for the bedding they were using for the night and a few coffee mugs. No sign of Bud Larkin but it didn’t matter, Avery was ready in any event.


Blaine sent Travis and Fletcher back to Del Rio to sleep in a motel room. Not enough beds in the trailer. “Be back here at six. It’s a long drive and I don’t want to be late for Hilder’s funeral.”


“Right, boss,” said Travis. “Roger that.”


 


FARRELL walked into Avery’s bedroom not knowing if he should ask her about her decision or wait until she felt like telling him. He’d been waiting and holding his breath since he put it out there earlier in the day and she hadn’t said a word. She’d worked all day packing up her dishes and her clothes and everything in the trailer that belonged to her and not to her landlord. They’d consumed a lot of the food that was in the fridge and Avery had boxed all the food from the pantry.


She undressed in silence and Farrell did the same. He’d worn the same clothes all day and his jeans from the knees down had dried stiff with a mud coating. He should have changed hours ago but his mind was torn in half. Between losing Joey Golden in Mexico and waiting for Avery’s decision and there was no room in his brain for anything else.


Farrell slipped between the sheets and pulled Avery close to him. He felt the tension in her body and realized she was fighting not to pull away from him. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Relax, I’m just going to hold you. That’s all. Nothing else.”


“I… can’t. I’m not healed,” she whispered. “I don’t know how long it will take.”


“Doesn’t matter how long it takes. I love you, Avery.”


“I love you too, Farrell. It happened out of the blue, but you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” She kissed him and stroked his hair. “I’ve been thinking about what you asked me, and I want to go with you and start a new life, but I have to say goodbye to my Mom and Sylvie and Diego first. I couldn’t go without doing that and letting them know I was happy. There’s been… too much.”


Farrell let go the breath he was holding. “You’re right. We should drive up to Sonora and see your family first before we go home. You’ve all gone through hell in the past week.”


“Thank you, Farrell. I need to do that.”


 





 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Wednesday, May 13th.


 


BLAINE’S eyes opened wide when he heard a sound outside. A metal sound close to his head. He and Misty were sleeping in the tiny bedroom at the front of the trailer where the unit was still connected to the tow truck.


Somebody is touching the hookup.


He jumped out of bed, pulled his jeans and boots on and grabbed his Beretta from under the pillow. He tiptoed next door to wake Farrell. Blaine entered the room silently and touched Farrell’s arm. “Get up,” he whispered. “Somebody is outside.”


Without waiting for Farrell, Blaine opened the door and stepped outside as quietly as he could. The cloud of mist hanging over the campsite was damp and thick as fog. Adding fog to the darkness, he couldn’t see much, but he sensed movement between the trailer and the tow truck.


Is it the trailer guy or did that asshole, Golden, come back for his truck?


Blaine glanced around and there was no Bud Larkin vehicle. Had to be Joey Golden.


 


FARRELL dressed faster than he thought possible, jammed his feet into his boots and groped for his Smittie on the floor beside the bed. As soon as he crossed the kitchen heading for the door the dogs jumped up and barked. They were always at the ready for him because he was their handler. “Shit, don’t bark,” he said in a loud whisper, but it was too late. As he ran out the door, he could hear Blacky around the front of the trailer hollering.


“Stop or I’ll shoot. You’re under arrest.”


Farrell couldn’t see fuck all outside. He cursed as he ran blindly through a wet cloud in the direction of Blacky’s voice. Then he heard the truck start.


Bang.


As Farrell rounded the trailer the tow truck fishtailed out of the campsite and barreled down the dirt road. Blacky was already running to Farrell’s truck. His own truck still had the rental trailer hitched on behind.


“Drive,” hollered Blaine.


Farrell punched the gas and took off before his brother’s door was closed. Middle of the night and all the campers were sleeping. Not another vehicle in sight but traffic wasn’t the problem. Visibility was poor at best. Through the heavy mist, Farrell strained his eyes to follow Joey Golden’s taillights around the snake-like lake road that led to the gate of the campground.


“The chain is up,” hollered Blaine.


“He ain’t stopping and neither am I,” hollered Farrell. He lowered his window to clear the windshield and started the wipers.


Golden didn’t slow at the gate. He smashed through the chain across the park entrance and veered right onto route 90.  


“He’s not going to Del Rio, he’s heading for the Amistad crossing,” said Blaine. “After the bridge there’s a bare stretch of road and you can take him.”


 


Amistad International Bridge.


FARRELL FOLLOWED closely behind as Golden turned at the signs for the bridge and approached the check point. When he reached the officers on duty at customs, Golden didn’t slow down. “He’s not stopping for a passport check,” hollered Farrell. “What do you want me to do?”


“Stop and show your creds.”


“Shit, shit, shit,” hollered Farrell as he held his creds out the window and slowed at the little booth. “In pursuit of a fugitive, sir. Got to go.” Farrell jerked his cred pack out of the guy’s hand and stepped on it.


“We’ll fix it when we come back,” said Blaine. “You can catch him. This baby is way faster than a fuckin tow truck.”


Farrell hit the open road on the other side of the crossing and put the pedal to the metal. “I see his taillights.”


“No sweat,” said Blaine. “Not so much mist here on the other side of the bridge. I might see to make a shot.” He pulled his Beretta out of his waistband and got ready. “Get me close enough for a shot out the window.”


Through the long empty stretch of road, Farrell gained ground. He was right behind the tow truck. Golden gave the big heavy truck all he could, and no way he could pull away from Farrell.


With nobody coming the other way, Farrell made his move. “I’ve got this.” Farrell pulled out and gave ‘er. The big Chevy engine roared and the Silverado pulled along side the tow truck. Farrell held steady while the two trucks sped forward side by side. Blaine took aim.


He pulled the trigger and popped Golden in the left side of the head.


Bang.


“Watch it,” hollered Blaine, “the truck’s gonna go.”


Golden Towing veered to the right when Joey’s dead hands let go of the wheel. The big truck smacked through the guard rails and drove over a shallow embankment.


Farrell braked and slowed, then made a U-turn back to the tow truck. He and Blacky booted it around to the driver’s side and Farrell shone his Maglite in the window. Joey Golden was dead behind the wheel. Blood and brains hung out of the side of his head and covered his face, his hands, the steering wheel and part of the windshield.


With sirens blaring, a squad car stopped at the side of the road along with an SUV marked ‘border patrol.’ A uniformed officer approached the truck and shone his flashlight in Golden’s face. “Guess you got him, Rangers. What did this guy do?”


“Raped and murdered about a dozen young girls.”


“Jesus. He’s better off dead.”


 


Devil’s Lake.


AFTER TWO HOURS of sorting things out with police departments from both sides of the border, Joey Golden was taken temporarily to the morgue in Del Rio to be shipped to the morgue in Sonora at his earliest convenience. Sonora impound had confirmed that they would also send a tow for the truck.


With the details out of the way and Farrell feeling some relief, they drove back to the campground as daylight broke over Devil’s Lake.


Travis and Fletcher were already at the trailer with coffee and breakfast sandwiches for everyone.


“Good move,” said Blaine as he accepted the large Starbuck’s container. “I was about to crack.”


Travis gave Blaine a fist bump. “You guys got him. That’s what counts.”


“Now we can go home,” said Blaine. “Let’s see if the girls are ready to leave.”


“Umm…” said Farrell. “Avery had a bit of a different plan, bro. She wants to see her sister and say goodbye to her family before I take her to Austin.”


“Uh huh, I can see that. They’ve been through hell the last little while. Go on up there first, then come home. You’ll be a few hours behind us and you’ll miss Hilder’s funeral, but it won’t matter.”


“I’ll bring the dogs,” said Farrell, “y’all won’t have room.”


“True enough. Have the boys hitch the trailer to your truck.”


 


FARRELL and Avery were the last ones to leave. Avery did a final run-through the trailer making sure she had everything before they left. Blaine, Misty and the boys had left a few minutes before and would be back in Austin hours ahead of them. Even though Farrell was anxious to get home and introduce Avery to Annie and show Avery his home at Coulter-Ross he understood her need to say goodbye to the people she loved. Especially after what they’d all recently suffered.


“I think that’s it.” Avery smiled at Farrell as she closed the door for the final time.


“I’m happy, baby,” said Farrell. “And I haven’t been happy for a long, long time.” He leaned down and kissed her before he opened the truck door for her. “I want to make you happy too. Whatever it takes.”


“I will be happy, Farrell. As soon as…” Avery looked over his shoulder and Farrell turned around and saw the oversize tow truck heading their way.


“Is that Bud the landlord?”


“I guess so,” said Avery. “I’ve never seen his big truck.”


Farrell waved Larkin into the campsite in a friendly manner and didn’t expect the reaction he got.


Bud Larkin jumped out of his truck waving a fist in Farrell’s face. “Goddam thieving women. I don’t want her living in my trailer another fuckin minute.”


“Hey, hold on,” said Farrell. “Avery didn’t take your trailer.”


“She sure as hell did. She was the tenant and it was fuckin gone wasn’t it?”


Farrell turned and motioned for Avery to get in the truck. He grabbed Larkin by the neck of his shirt and twisted the fabric in his fist. “You shut your goddam mouth or I’ll shut it for you, asshole. Avery had nothing to do with what happened to your stupid piece of shit trailer. You hook on to it and go. Don’t let me see your ugly face again.”


Bud grinned. “Or what? You’ll call the cops.”


“I am the cops, you fuckin idiot. And today you are pissing off the wrong Texas Ranger. Say one more word and I’m gonna slam your ass in jail.”


“Yeah, okay.” Bud backed off instantly. A sure sign he had something going on he didn’t want the cops to know about. “Sorry man. I’m outta here.”


 


Bluebonnet.


FARRELL DROVE north on route 277 for just a little over an hour before he came to Sonora. After spending considerable time here on the case, he was familiar with the town.


“Do you want to stop for anything before we drive up to Bluebonnet?”


“Nope, I’m fine, Farrell. You haven’t said much since we left the campground.”


“Takes me a while to calm down after I’m pissed at somebody, that’s all it is.”


“And you were pissed at Bud Larkin?” She smiled. “I thought you were. I barely know you, Farrell, but I want to know you inside and out if we’re going to be living together.”


“When we get to Austin we’ll have lots of decisions to make. Right now, I live with my brother at the Agency. We live and work out of a huge Victorian house in the city.”


“Does Misty live there too?”


“Uh huh, she does. She has a house of her own, but she rarely goes there.”


“I don’t understand anything about her,” said Avery, “but I like her a lot.”


“Misty is psychic. She knows things other people don’t know, but not in a scary way. Blacky loves her.”


Avery nodded. “I could see that when he looked at her. Why can’t she talk?”


“A man tried to steal something from her. He hit her over the head and knocked her unconscious then he tied her up with black ribbon and locked her in a secret room in her house in New Orleans. When Luke and I found her, she was in a coma. The whack on her head did brain damage. At first, she couldn’t walk, but now she can a little. While she was locked up, she went too long without water and her throat was damaged. That’s why she can’t talk… at least, not yet.”


Avery’s eyes welled up. “That’s so terrible. Your brother must have been half crazy with worry.”


“He is a worrier. That’s a fact.” Farrell pointed at the entrance to the trailer park. “You’ll have to direct me to your mother’s house. I don’t know where it is from here.”


“Next road take a left and it’s the third bungalow on the right.”


After Farrell found the county road and turned the corner, Avery pointed. “It’s that white one with the little fence and the gravel drive.”


Before they were out of the truck, Mrs. Dennison, Sylvie and little Diego were outside hugging Avery. Farrell stood by awkwardly wondering if he should be hugging them too.


Mrs. Dennison shook Farrell’s hand. “Thank you so much for bringing Avery home, Ranger Donovan. And for saving Sylvie’s life. I don’t think I thanked you properly at the hospital.”


“You’re welcome ma’am.”


“Thank you,” said Sylvie. She beamed a smile at her small son, “And Diego thanks you too.”


“Come in. Come in,” said Mrs. Dennison. “Let’s have some sweet tea and catch up, shall we?”


Farrell looked to Avery to see what she wanted to do. She took him by the hand and led him inside. While her mother whipped around the kitchen getting glasses from the cupboard and more ice for the tea Avery took the leap.


“Mom, Farrell and I love each other, and we’ve decided to live together.”


Sylvie smiled at her sister. “That’s wonderful, Ave. About time you had a man of your own.”


Mrs. Dennison sat down on a chair and took a deep breath. “I want you to be happy, sweetheart, but you haven’t known Ranger Donovan very long.”


Farrell wasn’t sure whether to jump in and offer assurances or let Avery handle it. She knew her mother better than he did.


“I’m sure, Mom. And you’re right, it hasn’t been very long, but we love each other, and I won’t be far away. Only in Austin and I’ll come visit you often, I promise.”


Mrs. Dennison had a tear in her eye. “You’ve never even been to Austin, Avey. There’s a lot of crime in big cities.”


“Mom, look what happened to me in Bluebonnet.”


“You’re right. I’m being foolish.”


“What about your truck, Avey?” asked Sylvie.


“I’m picking it up and following Farrell to Austin. I’ll need my truck for work.”


“You love your daughters, Mrs. Dennison, and your concern is natural,” said Farrell. He placed a card on the table. “You can call anytime.” He smiled. “We are the cops.”


Mrs. Dennison smiled. “That’s right. You are the cops.”


 


Austin.


HILDER’S FUNERAL was a low key affair. Jeremy Hilder had chosen an adequate funeral home close to his residence. It was nice. Only nice as opposed to ‘I chose this one because I want to give my brother the sendoff he deserves.’


 Blaine found himself wishing he’d stepped in and made the arrangements himself, but Hilder wasn’t his brother.


The entire staff of the Blackmore Agency sat in the third and fourth pews of the chapel along with Annie who’d driven Luke, and Cat who had come with two of her security men and avoided using the limo.


Blaine was sandwiched between Cat on the outside of the aisle and Misty next to him on the inside. Carm was between Misty and Annie wearing a black hat that looked fantastic on her.


Other than the large Agency showing, there might have been a dozen others. The only one Blaine knew was Roberto Santos. The last time they’d talked, the vibes he’d felt from the man bothered him, but he hadn’t figured it out and maybe never would.


After the short service and a tearful eulogy given by Jeremy Hilder, the pastor invited everyone to Jeremy’s residence for coffee and cake.


Cat was in tears as Blaine led her outside to her security team. “Are you coming to Jeremy’s house?”


“Only for one coffee,” said Blaine as he walked with her towards the black Navigator she came in. “I’m working today.”


Cat nodded. “That’s okay. I want to talk to you.”


Blaine turned away from the SUV as it drove off and felt the vibration in the air before he heard the report. Women screamed, and Robert Santos dropped like a rock in front of the funeral home entrance.


Blaine ran towards the fallen Santos and caught a glimpse of Annie running the other way. She crossed the green lawn and was heading up the street when Travis came around the corner of the building.


“Trav, go help Annie,” hollered Blaine, hooking a thumb. “She went that way.”


 


ANNIE stepped out the door of the chapel and saw the all-too-familiar glint of sun on a rifle barrel. The shooter was invisible in his nest directly across the street and high up in a tree. She shouted a warning at the same time the sniper fired, and nobody heard anything but the shot.


The target dropped on the steps, and Annie skirted around the people staring in shock and wondering what had happened. She broke into a run hoping to knock down the shooter before he got too far from his tree. She breezed across the lawn in her high-heeled boots and caught sight of him running up the other side of the street. Instead of wasting time dodging parked cars and crossing the road, she ran up the side of the street she was on, kept him in sight and tried to gain on him. Cars and trucks were parked along both sides and she’d have to pick the right moment to get a clear shot.


She caught up and was running parallel when he ran past a three foot space between cars. He turned his head to look at her and she had him.


Bang.


Got him. Annie didn’t shoot him in the head because Blaine would want the guy alive.


The shooter dropped to the sidewalk clutching his leg and grappled for the gun he’d dropped in his fall.


On the opposite side of the street, Travis caught up as the sniper fell and he kicked the gun out of the way.


Annie crossed the street on the run with her Beretta still in her hand.


Blood gushed out of the shooter’s leg and puddled on the sidewalk. Travis tried to avoid the blood as he bent down and cuffed the shooter’s hands in front of him.


Annie stood beside Travis for a moment trying to catch her breath. She shoved her gun into the waistband of her Prada suit pants and straightened her jacket.


“Nice job, A-girl. Couldn’t have done it better.”


Annie winked at Travis and walked away before first response arrived on the scene.


 


IN FRONT of the funeral home, Blaine backed the few remaining mourners away from the body and encouraged them to accept Jeremy Hilder’s invitation to go for coffee. The funeral home staff in matching black suits clogged the double front doors and cast longing looks at the corpse. Blaine shooed them back inside, thanking God or anybody else who was listening that the Governor was already long gone when the media began to arrive. After a few minutes of persuasion, the only spectators remaining at the scene were the Agency crew.


The Medical Examiner busied himself with the body of Roberto Santos while the techs unloaded their gear. The cleaning staff of the funeral home would have their work cut out for them removing the lake of blood from their front step after the corpse was bagged and taken away.


Annie returned from her little jaunt down the block walking as casually as if she’d gone to check out the flower beds.


Blaine glanced up at her and she nodded. “I’ll take all the ladies home,” she said.


“Would you, Mom?”


She hooked her arm through Luke’s good arm. “The ladies and my Lukey.”


“I’m a lucky guy,” said Luke.


Annie left, and Blaine headed down the street to see part two of the crime scene. He was down the block when Cat called his cell. “Where are you?”


“Complication. I can’t come.”


“I don’t know anybody, and I feel dumb here by myself.”


“Drink a glass of wine, offer your condolences and go to my house. Annie took the girls home. I’ll be there later.”


“Okay, I’ll do that.”


Travis stood next to the shooter on the sidewalk watching the paramedics move him onto a stretcher. He looked up and saw Blacky crossing the street. “No ID on him boss and he ain’t volunteering anything.”


“Stick with him. Secure him at the hospital and I’ll send a uniform to relieve you.”


“Roger that, boss. I’ve got it.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE followed Doctor Mort Simon’s van as he transported Roberto Santos to the morgue at headquarters.


“Bad funeral, boss,” said Fletcher. “Kind of an unexpected ending.”


“A lot of bullshit floating around Roberto Santos and I haven’t got a handle on it yet.”


“Think the ex-wife engineered this one too?”


“If she did, she’s slicker than she looks. And she did it from her cell at DPS.”


“Guess the boy is sitting at home waiting for his daddy,” said Fletcher. “Want me to go pick him up?”


“You can go with Ruskin. She’s good at stuff like that. We’ll have to find a relative if we can.”


“Now the kid has no parents.”


“Happens,” said Blaine. “Nice boy, too.”


Blaine tapped on the Chief’s door and stuck his head in. “Didn’t think I’d be here today, but here I am.”


“How did the funeral go?”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “Not worth a shit.”


“How could a funeral be that bad?” asked the Chief.


“A sniper wiped out Roberto Santos on the front steps of the funeral home.”


The Chief screwed up his face. “Yep, that’s a bad funeral.”


“Then Annie chased the shooter for two blocks and brought him down.”


“Jesus in a handcart. Did she shoot him in the head?”


“Nope. She thought I might want him, so she tapped his knee.”


“On the dead run?”


“On the dead run shooting between parked cars.” Blaine chuckled.


A grin spread across the Chief’s face. “That woman has serious talent. We could use her.” The Chief chuckled. “I want her at my funeral.”


Blaine grinned. “I’m going downstairs to brace Maldonado, and maybe you could call Jesse and invite him to come give Mrs. Santos—excuse me—Ms. Rivera, another spin.”


“Good idea. Had to be one of those two,” said the Chief. “Or both of them together.”


“Oh, and I need Ruskin to find a relative for the boy and tell her Fletcher’s waiting in the lunch room to go with her to pick him up.”


“Lordy, I hope the kid has a relative left.”


 


“LUCCO, how’s it going for you?” Blaine strode across the infirmary to Lucco Maldonado’s bed.


“Get away from me, ganger cop. I’m sleeping.”


“I’ll go as soon as you tell me the name of your buddy.”


“Got no buddy.”


“One of your friends just gunned down Roberto Santos. He’s a killer just like you, Lucco. Both of you killing for the same woman. Is Maria worth it? Is she worth taking the needle?”


“Shut the fuck up.” Lucco rolled over in his bed and stared at Blaine.


“I can see I’ve got your interest now. Maybe you didn’t know she was going to hit her ex-husband. She could have paid you to do it if you weren’t in here.”


“I don’t know nothing about any of that. Nothing, and I ain’t listening to you.”


“Don’t matter,” said Blaine. “Just bringing you up to date on what Maria’s got going down. Guess the next time you see her, y’all will be in court.”


“I ain’t going to court, man. Never again. I want to talk to somebody.”


“Somebody, like who?”


“Get the guy I can make a deal with.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Tell me what you got, and I’ll take it to the DA’s office and see if he’s interested.”


“I ain’t talking to you. I need somebody higher up the food chain.”


“Nobody higher than me, Lucco. I’m top dog.”


“Fuckin hell you are.”


Blaine turned and called over his shoulder, “Have the nurse call when you’re ready to talk to me.”


“That will be never.”


 


JESSE met Blaine in the hallway outside the interrogation room. “Hey, partner, heard you were in the infirmary talking to Maldonado. How did that go?”


“He wants to make a deal, but he wants somebody higher up than me to unload on.”


Jesse grinned. “Ain’t nobody.”


“I know that, but maybe if I take the Chief down he’ll be impressed then say what he wants to say.”


“Yeah, try it. Give it a shot.”


Blaine pointed. “Good luck with Maria.”


“Any hot tips?” asked Jesse with a grin.


“Ask her why she wanted her son to have no parents.”


“Good one.” Jesse pushed the door open and went inside. “Afternoon, Ms. Rivera, I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall and I want to talk to you about your ex-husband, Roberto.” He cued up the recorder and placed it on the corner of the table.


“What about him? He’s not my problem anymore.”


Jesse raised an eyebrow. “How did you know that? Did you hire somebody to kill him?”


She raised her hand to her mouth. “Roberto’s dead?”


“He was shot down by an unknown assailant, Ms. Rivera. Perhaps you can shed some light on who killed him.”


“How would I know?”


“Who else would want to kill him?” asked Jesse. “You’re the one in the custody battle for your son. And now your son has no parents—no mother and now no father. Is that what you wanted? You wanted young Roberto to be an orphan?”


“He has me,” she shouted and pulled against her shackles. He has his mother and that’s all he needs.”


“But you’ll be in Huntsville sitting on death row. What kind of a mother will you be for your son?”


“I have a lawyer. I’m not going to jail.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, ma’am, you’re already in jail and from here you’re going to Travis County lockup to wait for your trial. You won’t ever get out.”


“Liar.” She screamed and jerked harder against the handcuffs.


“My partner told me your boyfriend is making a deal with the DA. Mr. Maldonado is going to put the blame where it belongs and walk out of here.”


“No, he can’t do that.” Her face was flushed, and tears of anger rolled down her cheeks. “I’ll kill him if he does that.”


“Does what? Saves himself?”


She almost shouted out something else but thought better of it and took a couple of calming breaths. “Where’s my son?”


“Do you care? You killed his father and now he has no one. Looks like you don’t care one bit what happens to your son.”


“I do care. I love him. Tell him I have a lawyer and I’ll be back home soon.”


“I won’t lie to him, Ms. Rivera. You’ve told him enough lies already.” Jesse turned off the recorder and stood up. “You will never be home with your son.”


 


CHIEF CALHOUN followed Blaine down the stairs to the infirmary. “Hope this works, son. I’ll put on my best top dog face for Mr. Maldonado.”


Blaine smiled as he tapped on the door. The nurse on duty let them in and they crossed the room to Maldonado’s bed. “I brought the Chief to talk to you, Lucco. You can tell him what you’ve got to bring to the DA.”


Maldonado rolled over and eyed Chief Calhoun’s uniform and the star on his chest. “Okay, the Chief is here. What kind of deal can I get?”


The Chief sat down in the chair next to the bed and Blaine stood behind. “This is how it works. You tell me what would make a solid case against Ms. Rivera, I give the information to Mr. Leighton, the District Attorney, and he makes you an offer.” The Chief let out a breath while he was thinking. “You’re a two time loser, so he might offer you a sentence with possibility of parole. That’s something you would never get from the judge.”


“I don’t want a trial. I want to know what the sentence is up front. See if I can do the time.”


“Okay,” said the Chief. “I understand. What can you give me in return?”


“The name of the guy Maria hired. I didn’t kill nobody, I swear it.”


“What was the shooter’s name?”


“She wouldn’t tell me, but it’s in her phone. I swear it is. She made lots of calls to him about the job and about the money—like how she was gonna pay him and shit like that.”


“Okay, let me talk to the DA and we’ll set up a meeting.”


“Thanks, Chief. I need to get out of this bed.”


Upstairs in the Chief’s office Blaine said, “Sue should have both their phones. I’ll get a list of all the calls on Maria’s cell tomorrow.”


“This isn’t much of a scoop,” said the Chief. “You would have checked the numbers anyway.”


Blaine smiled. “But now we can tell Maria that her boyfriend rolled on her.”


“That should make her crazy,” said Calhoun. “Crazier.”


On the way out of DPS Blaine paused in the lobby to pick up Fletcher. Young Roberto’s aunt had arrived and was sitting next to him trying to console him. A family disaster no matter how you looked at it.


Blaine motioned for Fletcher to come with and they left for home.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AT THE AGENCY, the Governor’s SUV was parked in the drive and her security guys were standing at the door of the carriage house chatting with the two remaining Junkers.


Fletcher picked up his truck and went home for the day and Blaine went inside. The front parlor was party central. All the girls were laughing and chatting and judging by the number of empty wine bottles, they had a huge head start on him.


“Hey, I better chug a couple of Coronas to catch up to y’all.”


Misty smiled and patted the seat next to her on the sofa.


She was so goddam beautiful, she took his breath away.


“Sad ending to the funeral,” said Cat. “I missed it.”


“I was glad you missed it,” said Blaine. “I was grateful the press didn’t see you.”


The dogs let out a howl and stormed the front foyer. The bloodhounds came rushing in and there was a moment of bedlam. Carm giggled and showed the dogs out the back door into the yard. All the girls rushed the foyer to greet Farrell and his new girl.


 


FARRELL opened the front door for Avery and Red and Bluebelle rushed in and greeted Lexi and Hoodoo. With four huge dogs filling the foyer, Avey giggled and waited by the door. “Hey, doggies,” hollered Farrell. “I’m so happy to be home.”


The girls spilled out of the parlor and Farrell introduced them to Avery. “This is my Mom, Annie Powell, my second Mom, Carmelita Flores, Lily Duke, Blacky’s assistant, and you know Misty already and this is Cat Campbell, Governor of Texas.”


Avery stood open-mouthed and stared at Cat, all dressed in black and half wasted. “Pleased to meet everybody.”


“Looks like these ladies have a head start on us, Avery,” said Farrell. “I’ll get us a beer and we’ll try to catch up.”


Blaine ordered food so Carm wouldn’t have to cook in her good dress and after the guests left, Farrell brought Avery’s luggage in from the truck.


“Happy to have you here, Avery,” said Blaine. “I want you and Farrell to be comfortable. If you don’t have enough space or privacy, I’ll redo the third floor and you can have it all to yourselves.”


“Thank you, Blaine. You’re very kind.”


“Not really, but I’d be unhappy if my brother left me. I need Farrell here.”


“What’s he saying to you?” asked Farrell when he returned with the beer.


“Your brother wants us to be comfortable.”


“We will be. This is a good old house with tons of space. Come upstairs and I’ll show you our room.”






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Thursday, May 14th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was slouched at the kitchen table working on his second mug of coffee when Farrell came downstairs with Avery. Looking more wide awake than Blaine felt, she was showered, dressed and ready to rock. Used to long days and hard work Blaine figured her for a go-getter.


Farrell poured them both a coffee and carried the mugs to the table. “I told her she didn’t have to get up for another hour at least.”


Avery smiled. “I’m always up early. I love the morning and I don’t want to waste the day.”


Carm came into the kitchen and complained in Spanish. She didn’t like anyone getting up before she did. It was a thing.


“Can I help you make breakfast, Carmelita?” asked Avery.


Carm smiled and shook her head.


“She doesn’t like anybody in her space,” said Blaine.


“I don’t want to feel useless,” said Avery.


Farrell turned and winked at her. “Hey, you’re not useless and you’ve only been here one millisecond. Give yourself a break.”


“Don’t worry,” said Blaine, “when you get to the ranch, Annie will work your ass off. She’s no stranger to ball-busting work.”


Avery giggled. “I like y’all’s mother. She’s smart and funny and what a gorgeous woman.”


“Who’s talking about me?” Lil came in to start her day and breezed across to the coffee pot.


“You’re beautiful too, Lily,” said Avery.


“I’m an add-on?”


Blaine pointed at the chair at the end of the table and she sat down. “See if Leighton can send a lackey to talk to Maldonado this morning. Ms. River’s boy toy is in the infirmary.”


“Yep,” Lily wrote it down.


“Call Sue and get a list of all the names on Maria’s cell, and Maldonado’s too. I want Farrell to run the names we don’t recognize by Kamps tonight and see if any lights come on.”


Farrell nodded. “Good idea.”


“No prints in the system for the guy Annie shot yesterday?” asked Lily.


“Nope. And he hasn’t said a single word,” said Blaine. “Travis tried to prod him in the ambulance and at the hospital and got nothing.”


“He’s a pro,” said Lily.


“Uh huh.”


“Next.” Lily wrote another number.


“Now that Santos is dead, we can toss the house. We’ll send Fletch, Travis and Carlos over there for the day.”


“Do you think his ex would have left something behind?” asked Farrell. “Doesn’t seem likely.”


“Maybe not, but the asshole was giving off vibes,” said Blaine. “Like I’m the victim in this whole custody thing, but was he?”


Lily shrugged. “You think he was hiding something?”


“No idea, but I want to be sure.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


FARRELL stopped at the gate at Coulter-Ross and waited for Jose to open it.


“Wow, this is your mother’s ranch? It looks impressive.”


“Since I was eighteen I lived on the ranch after Annie rescued me and my brother Neil from the gang I belonged to. He lives here with Mom when he’s not at school. Annie raised us, helped me graduate and sent Neil to college. He’s home for the summer.”


“I have so much to learn about you, but I want to know every detail.”


Farrell parked his truck and Neil came tearing out of the house. He ran across the long wooden porch and grabbed Farrell in a bear hug. “You were away so long, I almost went nuts.”


Farrell patted Neil’s back and introduced Avery. “This is Avery Dennison, Neil. We’re a couple.”


“Uh huh. Didn’t believe it for a minute when Mom told me, but here she is in the flesh.” Neil stuck out his hand. “Happy to meet you, Avery. My brother is as stubborn as a mule and he needs a damn good shit-kickin every now and then to keep him on the straight and narrow. I hope you’re up to it.”


Avery giggled. “I hope so.”


“Mom said you want to work in the barn,” said Neil. “I always help out when I’m home from school.”


“I exercise horses and groom them. Clean out stalls too. I love my job.”


“We better go in and get Mom,” said Neil. “She’ll want to go to the barn with y’all and show you her horses. Nothing makes her happier than showing off Desert Wind’s ribbons.”


 


Robert Santos’ Residence. Austin.


TRAVIS, Carlos and Fletcher were halfway through the search of the Santos’ residence when Carlos found a locked trunk in the basement.


“Locked trunk down here, Travis. Might be something.”


Travis and Fletcher descended the basement stairs and had a look at the trunk. “New padlock,” said Travis. “I’ll get the bolt cutters out of my truck.”


He was back in minutes and the padlock was off.


Carlos lifted the curved lid and the boys stared at a trunk full of handguns and bricks of cash.


 


Downtown Austin.


FARRELL left Avery with Annie and Neil at the ranch and went to work. Lil had been in touch with Sue in the lab and had the list of names ready for him when he got to the Agency. One list from Maria’s cell and another shorter one from Maldonado’s cell.


He drove downtown to see if there was any sign of his most reliable snitch, Kamps. He had others and they were good on occasion, but he wouldn’t bet his life on anything they said.


Kamps was a night person like most of them were, but the odd time—if he needed money bad enough—he’d be on the streets in the daytime selling his product. Farrell hoped this was one of those days.


Farrell parked behind Grady’s, the Irish Pub that a lot of the street people frequented, went inside and ordered a pitcher of Shiner’s. The beer was about half gone when Kamps came in looking like someone had beat the crap out of him.


He spied Farrell and slid into the bench seat across from him.


“What the hell happened to you?”


“Disagreement.”


“Over money?”


Kamps snarled at him. “What else would it be?”


Farrell shrugged. “I can help you out.”


“How much?”


“Depends how good you are.”


“Fuck, you. I’m always good. I’m the star in your parade.”


Farrell gave the ugly ganger a half smile. “For sure.”


“What are you after?”


“Read some names for me and tell me if any of them ring the sniper bell.”


“What if I don’t know any? Am I wasting my precious time?”


“Twenty bucks if you wipe out.”


“Okay, let me see the names.”


Farrell poured Kamps a beer while he studied the two lists Lil had printed. Farrell watched Kamp’s eyes as he read the names up and down a couple of times.


The big guy pursed his lips and tapped one name with a dirty nail. “I heard of this asshole. Punk. Not too bright, but a decent shooter.”


Farrell leaned closer to see the name Kamps was pointing at. “Romeo Gaza?”


“Nobody knows where he lives,” said Kamps. “I heard talk about his prices.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “What kind of deal is he giving?”


“This is his side hustle and he needs work. I heard he’d do it for half a K.”


“He’s killing people for five hundred bucks?”


Kamps shrugged. “Can’t say if it’s true. Just a rumor.”


“What’s his main line of work if capping people is a sideline?”


“I think he’s an expert on the ponies.”


“Interesting.”


Kamps help out his hand. “How interesting was it?”


Farrell pulled out his wallet and gave Kamps two Benjie’s.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE’S cell lay beside him on the desk in his office. He liked to check the screen before answering. “Farrell, did Kamps show up?”


“Get an address for this guy, bro. Romeo Gaza. See if we can match him to the asshole Mom clocked.”


“Doing it now. Where are you?”


“On my way to pick you up.”


Ten minutes later they were on their way to a rowhouse six blocks away from the Agency. “This asshole is almost our neighbor,” said Farrell.


“And he’s icing people for five hundred bucks?”


“Kamps said there was talk about his prices.”


Blaine chuckled. “There would be. He’s having a fuckin sale on murder for hire.”


Farrell parked at the curb and they stood on the sagging porch and knocked. “Mr. Gaza, this is the police. Open the door.”


A dog barked on the other side of the door.


“Sounds like a Pitbull,” said Farrell. “The sound they make before they rip your fuckin leg off.”


“Got any biscuits?”


Farrell felt in his pocket. “Two.”


“Hope two is enough.”


The door opened and surprised them. “Police.” Blaine held up his creds and the lady looked straight past him. “Romeo Gaza live here?”


“He does, but he didn’t come home last night, and I don’t know where he is.”


“Are you his mother?” asked Blaine.


“Yes.” She hung onto the harness of her guide dog.


“Would you mind if we took a look at Romeo’s room? It won’t take long.”


“What are you looking for?”


“Umm… health insurance information. Your son is in the hospital.”


“No. What happened to Romeo?”


“He was wounded, but he’ll be fine.”


“I need him to come home. I can’t go out on my own.”


“Could you tell me which room is his?”


“The back room off the kitchen. I hope you find what you need.”


Farrell opened the door and the room was a mess. Dirty clothes all over and racing forms piled high on the dresser. The sheets on the bed looked like they’d been there since Romeo moved out of his crib into a single bed. The room reeked of weed and body odor.


Blaine checked under the pillow and found a cell phone. “This could be it. Looks like a burner.”


“Want anything else?” Farrell glanced around at the mess.


“Don’t think I can stay that long,” Blaine whispered.


“I’m with you.”


As they made their way to the door, Blaine said, “Mrs. Gaza, I’m going to send someone from Social Services to help you until your son gets home. A lady will help you get groceries and anything you need.”


“Would she?”


“Uh huh. I’ll take care of it.”


“Thank you, sir.”


 


AT QUITTING TIME, the boys came in for a beer and gave their reports.


Travis told Blaine about finding the guns and money in Roberto Santos’ basement. “Robbery detail is contacting his unit. The investigation will probably come from the military.”


“Good work. I could feel there was something about him.”


Farrell gave details on finding the burner phone. “Now all we need is for the lab to link the phones together and Maria Rivera is toast.”


“Along with the shooter,” said Blaine.


Farrell grinned. “Yeah, along with the shooter.”


The crew went home for the day and Farrell got a Lone Star for himself and a Corona for Blaine.


“As soon as Annie brings Avery home, we’ll all go out for dinner,” said Blaine. “I told her to bring Neil too.”


“Aces,” said Farrell. “Don’t know when I’ve been this happy.”






 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


I sincerely hope you enjoyed Hole in the Heart, book thirteen in the Blackmore Agency Series. If you would like to continue to book fourteen in the series, Dead Eye, I’ve included some pages to get you started. 


 


If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and


receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list 


 


If you’d like to know more about my other series’ drop by my
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Reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews and look forward to hearing your thoughts.
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CHAPTER ONE


Monday, May 25th.


 


Memorial Day.


JESSE pulled back the curtain and stared out the bedroom window at the gray day and the unending rain. The depression that had been dogging him since the end of his marriage bloomed anew. “Don’t rain today. Today is Ace’s Memorial Day picnic. It can’t rain.”


Walking down the long upstairs hallway in the Quantrall mansion, Tyler heard his brother talking to himself in his room and joined him at the window. “What are you mumbling about?”


“It’s pissing rain on Ace’s picnic.”


“It never rains in Texas on Memorial Day,” said Tyler. “Never.”


Jesse tapped a finger on the window. “What do you call that?”


“Temporary,” said Tyler. “By three o’clock the sun will be out.” Tyler turned away from the window and headed for the door. “I hear Charity. I’ll get her up.”


“I hope you’re right about the rain, bro. If you’re wrong, there’s gonna be a lot of disappointed people.”


And I’m gonna be at the head of the line.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE poured himself a coffee, picked up his cell and called the ranch. “Mom, it’s raining like a bitch here in the city. What’s it like there?”


“Same. Rosie and I are cooking our asses off and Riley is busy getting the meat ready for the barbeque, but it doesn’t look promising. The weather guy said it was going to rain for the next three days straight.”


“Shit, I hope not. People kill each other when it rains.”


Annie giggled. “But not when the sun is shining?”


“Not so much.”


“I’m going ahead with the food anyway. If it comes down to it, I’ll set the band up in the great room and serve the food in the dining room. Instead of outdoor stuff, we’ll have a big poker game and stay inside.”


“As long as you’re not cancelling.”


“I can’t cancel, sugar pop. A ton of food is already made and in the fridge, and all the boys are hyped for the holiday. We have to have a party even if it’s indoors.”


“Farrell’s freaking because he wanted everybody to meet Avery. I’m surprised how hard he’s going down on that score.”


“I could tell he’s in deep, but I’m happy for him just the same,” said Annie, “I’ve had her here working in the barn the past two weeks and she’s a hard worker and excellent with the horses. Wayne and Monroe both like her a lot and that’s the hard part to get past. They’re picky about who touches their horses.”


 


Old West Austin.


LAURA MAY stood in front of the bay window watching the rain come down. “Not a nice Memorial Day Weekend,” she said to Plato. A lot of picnics will be cancelled. She stroked the head of the huge Rag Doll reclining on the arm of the sofa and listened to him purr. “I’d better water these plants before I forget.”


It took four trips back and forth from the lush garden in the bay window to the kitchen sink to fill the green watering can. The last drops were quenching the thirst of a huge Oleander when the doorbell rang. “One moment,” Laura called as she wiped her hands on her apron. She replaced the empty watering can and hurried to the foyer to answer the door. “Oh, it’s you, dear. Did you forget your key?”


He nodded and tracked wet boots onto the spotless front hall floor.


Laura stared down at the mess and tried her best not to scold him. “How did it go?”


“No problems, Aunt Laura. I knew there wouldn’t be.”


She leaned down and gave the boy a hug. “Take off those wet boots and come into the kitchen. I’ll make you a sandwich.”


Laura gazed across the table at her nephew. He was the image of her sister and such a sweet boy. He was in high school now, a teenager and not a speck of trouble. It seemed like only yesterday, her sister had decided not to live any longer and had given little Todd to her to raise.


Too bad he watched his mother do it. Too bad.


 


I closed my bedroom door and wanted to lock it but thought better of it. Aunt Laura would ask too many questions if she found it locked. The bottoms of my jeans were soaked where they’d dragged through the wet grass on Sarah Walsh’s lawn.


While my computer booted up I crossed Sarah’s name off the list pinned to my bulletin board and counted how many were left. Thirteen.


Why didn’t people return their library books?


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


THE RAIN came down in torrents as the guests arrived at Coulter-Ross at three o’clock. Annie had the granite island covered in trays of hot and cold snacks and Neil was ready with coolers filled with beer on ice.


“They’re gonna make a mess of the clean tiles,” said Neil. “I’d better get a mop ready.”


Annie smiled at her son and knew she’d lucked out in the son department. All of her boys were winners. “I thought you were thinking of inviting someone to the picnic, sugar pop.”


“I was,” said Neil. “She’s nice and she lives in Austin, but I thought it might be a bit much to bring her to a picnic this big when she didn’t know anybody.”


“Farrell’s bringing Avery.”


“I like her,” said Neil.”


Annie raised an eyebrow. “You said that a little fast, sweetheart. Do you have a concern?”


“Don’t want Farrell’s heart to get broke, Mom. You know what he’s like. He’ll hold on to it forever if it happens. Do not want to see it.”


“Me neither,” said Annie. “Your brother is as sensitive as they come.”


“And he brought a girl he hardly knows home to live with him,” said Neil. “Is that the way you’re supposed to do it?”


“You have to be pretty sure she’s the one before you do something like that,” said Annie. “Your brother must have been sure. He doesn’t take many chances.”


“No, you’re right, Mom. He must be sure.”


Dressed in a white cotton dress and wearing only a small part of her turquoise jewelry collection, Annie zipped into the foyer to greet the guests.


All of the Quantrall brothers had arrived together, her ex-husband, Jesse, her ex-boyfriend, Tyler, and even Brian, the doctor, who hadn’t been speaking to her for a long while. Annie greeted them with love and affection and took the baby from Jesse—her baby. The baby girl she’d wanted to raise when Jesse walked out of their marriage.


Some wounds never heal.


 


BLAINE drove through the gate in the downpour and wondered about parking close enough to the house, so Misty wouldn’t get soaked. She was making progress with her walking, but the rain was coming down in sheets and she definitely couldn’t run.


“I don’t want you to get soaked, sweetheart.”


“I can hold an umbrella over her,” said Avery.


“I’ll carry her,” said Farrell. “Be quicker.”


Misty shook her blonde curls and said nothing. She’d suffered damage to her larynx during an abduction and she hadn’t spoken since.


“Let’s wait until it lets up a little,” said Blaine. “Carm will get drenched too.”


A minute later, Neil stood grinning beside Blaine’s truck with a huge blue and white golf umbrella. He helped the ladies out of the truck and walked them to the covered porch. Problem solved.


Annie rushed into the foyer to hug the new round of arrivals. She welcomed the women into the kitchen and watched Neil charm them. He made them laugh and plied them all with glasses of their favorite wines.


Blaine hadn’t even made it to the kitchen door when his cell rang. He pulled it off his belt and glanced at the screen. “Nope, I’m not answering it. This is my Mom’s picnic and crime can go to hell.” He strode into the kitchen and helped himself to a Corona out of the Sub-Zero.


The Chief will call back if it’s serious. Give me a goddam minute.


His partner, Jesse Quantrall, strode down the hall from the family room with a look on his face and his phone in his hand. “Chief said you weren’t answering, partner. We got a call.”


“Yeah? Who’s dead or mutilated beyond recognition?”


Jesse smirked. “A corpse is reclining on the front lawn of the Governor’s mansion.”


“Let homicide have it. Lopez needs it more than me.”


Jesse chuckled. “Catherine wants you.”


Blaine raised his boot to kick the Sub-Zero and thought better of it. “Of course, she does.”
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