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CHAPTER ONE




Friday, March 6th.


 


THE BAND rocked. Southern rock with a lead singer head and shoulders above any who’d dared to audition in front of the arrogant asshole who thought he ruled the TV talent shows.


Farrell waved the waitress over and ordered another pitcher of Lone Star. He asked for an extra glass and requested more chips and salsa.


She smiled at him and she wasn’t too bad looking in the dim light. Every goddam time he looked at another girl he thought of Mary and wondered if he should have broken up with her. Maybe he should call her.


“Somebody joining you, Farrell?”


Farrell shrugged then winced at the pain the motion caused. When would his fuckin shoulder stop killing him? He spit out the words through clenched teeth. “Supposed to be, Beth. Big ugly guy with a tat on his neck. If you see him before I do, ship him over.”


“I’ll be sure to do that. Sounds like a winner.”


No, he ain’t a winner. He’s a two-time loser and that’s why I need to see the fucker.


Midnight. The band was on break and had one more set to go. A CD mix blasted out of the speakers polluting the air with noise. A cheap replacement after a band that goddam good. Where the hell was Kamps? He’d picked the bar where he wanted to meet. It wasn’t like the asshole couldn’t find it.


The T n T wasn’t bad for a hangout. Better than a lot of the downtown bars. This one had food you could eat without regrets and a handful of antacids, and live music most nights. Two points in its favor. Big roadhouse style bar in downtown Austin, home to non-stop tourist traffic and a huge live music district.


Décor wasn’t a strongpoint, a few southwest touches and a solid plank dance floor. He’d danced there once with Mary to a slow song. He wasn’t much of a two-stepper, although he longed to be. The waitresses were dressed in red satin skirts and blue vests with a big white star on their right boob. No blouse or shirt underneath. Who needed more than a vest?


Farrell tipped his glass up and saw Kamps swaggering towards him. Fuck, the ugly dude had a huge dose of attitude.


Farrell gave him a finger wave.


Kamps saw him and nodded.


“You’re late.”


“Got held up. Unavoidable.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yeah. Got a problem with it?” He plunked his big body down. “This my glass?”


“It is.”


Kamps did a one-eighty then filled his glass from the pitcher. “Not a good place for me to be seen,” he mumbled.


“You picked it.”


“Did I?” He dumped the first glass of Lone Star down his throat without a pause and refilled.


“Got anything interesting for me?” Farrell leaned closer so Kamps could hear him over the music. Leaning forward in that position pulled on the unhealed shoulder muscle and made him want to grunt with the effort. But he didn’t.


“Ewing Thompson gets out on Monday.”


“How’d he manage that?” asked Farrell. “Three strikes.”


Kamps grinned and showed off his gold tooth. “The word is his legal team proved one of them strikes was only a foul ball.”


“Legal team? How the hell is he affording that?”


“Dude has assets.”


Farrell chuckled. “Source?”


“Can’t say.”


“I bet you can’t.”


Kamps held out his hand.


“That it? Can’t be,” said Farrell. “I expect more for my money.” He put his hand over the brown envelope on the table close to his elbow. “Way more. I could have found that out reading the alerts at DPS.”


“There is more,” said Kamps. “I ain’t delivered the punch line yet.”


“Lay it down and if I think it’s worth it, I’ll give you my hard earned cash.” Farrell took his hand off the envelope.


“Super’s money. It ain’t yours.”


Farrell shrugged and winced again.


“Grapevine says Thompson has big plans.”


“How big?”


“Huge. The man’s gotta a fuckin hate on for Austin.” Kamps grabbed up the envelope and left.


 


BLAINE sat in the renovated kitchen of his old Victorian nursing his second cup of coffee. Lexi was in the yard, he could hear her barking at the birds, and Farrell still wasn’t up. His foster brother spent more and more time at night working on his network. Maybe it would pay off but who could you trust in that shadowy army of snitches? They’d sell their mama for a hit.


Blaine ran the Blackmore Agency out of his house and it was working well since he’d doubled the size of the property and installed security fencing. His own little fortress in the middle of east Austin.


Today would be the high shits for him. Introverts hated doing interviews—Lil pointed that out—but they needed another man on the team. Fletcher didn’t have a partner and nobody working for the Agency worked alone. Thank the Fates Blaine’s partner, Jesse Quantrall, was coming to help with the screening.


Carmelita, his friend and housemate, called to him in Spanish from the prep area of the massive kitchen, “You want breakfast, sweetheart, or do you want to wait for Farrell?”


“I can eat, mi Corazon. Jesse is coming, and I have to get ready for the interviews.”


“Do you want muffins or tarts for the people?”


“No muffins or tarts. Coffee only.”


“Si, only coffee.”


“Who’s not getting any muffins or tarts?” Farrell barreled through the kitchen door in his boxers, bare-chested and tattooed from neck to waist, his straw blond mop sticking out from under his cowboy hat.


Blaine snorted. “Why do you have your hat on when you ain’t even dressed?”


Farrell flopped into a chair. “My hair’s fucked.”


“Got it.” Blaine tapped the yellow pad that was a permanent fixture in front of him. “Interviews in an hour.”


“I ain’t helping.”


“No need. Jesse is doing it.” Blaine emptied his cup and stood up to get a refill. “Anything interesting from your meet last night?”


“Nothing worth a hundred bucks.” Farrell strode across the kitchen to see what Carm was cooking for Blaine. He stood behind her, towering over her petite frame. “That psycho Ewing Thompson is being released from Huntsville on Monday.”


Blaine stopped in mid-pour. “They can’t let him out. Three fuckin strikes.”


“Legal team were the words Kamps used. The fucker has a legal team and they got one of the strikes turned into nothing but a foul tip.”


“How’s he affording that? Did they ever recover the money from the last armored truck he hijacked?”


“Can’t say.”


“Anything else enlightening come out of Kamp’s mouth?”


“He said Thompson has big plans and he don’t like Austin no more.”


“That’s vague. That could mean he’s never coming back here, or it could mean he’s gonna get even. Perry Leighton put him away. I’d better talk to him today.”


 


Huntsville Prison


EWING lay on his bunk reading Stephen King. He didn’t share a cell and that was the way he liked it. Privacy, that’s what it was all about. Cell mates were a fucking nuisance, ‘specially when they kept dying.


Prison time had turned him into a reader and he’d learned so much shit it was unbelievable. Some stuff he’d made notes of and he’d be using it for goddam sure in the real world. He’d be leaving this hell on earth a lot smarter than when he’d arrived, yeah, and when he’d arrived the two fuckin times before. Strikes one and two didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was what he was gonna do with strike two and a half. He closed the book and smiled.


Three days to go.


 


WITH TREPIDATION building over the pending interviews, Blaine moved to his office.


Got to get this shit over with.


Carmelita had placed the coffee tray on the table in front of the fireplace for the interviews, the first candidate due any minute. Blaine glanced at his watch wondering where Jesse was, then decided to phone the DA and have a chat with him about one of his favorite people being cut loose from Huntsville on Monday.


“Hey, Mr. Leighton, Blaine here. How’s your day going?”


“Not bad so far, son, although it makes me nervous when you call.”


“Nope, nothin major. Just a heads-up. Nothing more.”


“And what do I need to be aware of that concerns the violent crime team?”


“Ewing Thompson is being released on Monday.”


“No way. Impossible. I put him away for good. He’s got three strikes.”


“Heard a rumor, but it might bear verification.”


“I’ll do that right this minute and get back to you.”


“I’ll be waiting.”


 


JESSE WAS LATE.  His appointment with his naturopathic doctor had gone on longer than anticipated—because he was kissing her in her office and couldn’t seem to stop—and now he was late to help Blacky with the interviews.


He walked in the front door of Blacky’s mansion without knocking and Lexi didn’t bark. Just ran over and licked his hand. “Hey, girl. Haven’t seen you in a while. Don’t tell your boss I’m late.”


Lily Duke, Blaine’s personal assistant came hurrying down the long narrow hallway from her office at the back of the house. Always perfectly groomed and dressed in a pant suit or a pencil skirt and sweater, she contrasted nicely with Blacky who wore ripped jeans and a Harley shirt most of the time. “Oh, it’s you, Jesse. I thought it might be the first candidate.”


“Just me and I’m a little tardy. Where’s Blacky?”


“In his office.” Lil shoved a blonde strand of hair behind her ear. He’s ready, but these sessions make him grumpy and not too receptive. Maybe you could have a little more compassion for these poor assholes looking for work.”


Jesse grinned. “I’ll try, Lil.”


“Take into account, I’ve already gotten rid of every single one who was a definite ‘no’. These three guys have experience and strong resume’s. It depends who would be the best fit.”


“Uh huh. I get it. You’ve done most of the work already.”


Lil smiled. “You could say that.”


Jesse stuck his head in the kitchen in passing. “You sitting in, Farrell?”


He picked up his mug and followed Jesse, “Wasn’t going to, but after Blacky hiring Hammer on the last round, maybe I should keep an eye on him.”


“I read Hammer’s resume,” said Jesse. “He was a former MP. Nothing wrong with that.”


“Nothing except he was an asshole and he sure as hell wasn’t Jack Reacher.”


 


BLAINE WAS pouring himself a coffee when Jesse and Farrell entered the office. “Hey, glad to see you, Jesse. Have a coffee and we’ll get caught up before the guys get here.”


“Lil said they were the best of the best. Shouldn’t be too hard to decide.”


“Jesus,” said Blaine. “I don’t want to make another fuckin mistake, like hiring that goddam whiner Hammer.”


“That’s what me and Jesse are here for, boss,” said Farrell. “We’re the voice of reason.”


“Fuck off, Farrell. You’ve never had a reasonable thought since the day you were born.”


Farrell pointed at Jesse. “Maybe not, but that right there is somebody who can tell the difference between a horse and a longhorn.”


Jesse snorted and almost spilled his coffee.


Lil tapped on the door and escorted the first applicant in. “This is Clarke Chow.” She introduced him, then seated him in the hot seat in front of Blaine’s desk.


Clarke Chow was short. Five feet six and no more. Small Asian man. Well-groomed and not too formidable in appearance. Maybe he was a ninja.


Blaine opened the folder and stared at the resume he’d already read three times. “You were a detective on Dallas PD specializing in blue collar crime?”


Chow nodded. “Long days on the computer and difficult to make charges stick. I tired of it. Applied for a couple of transfers and was told I was perfect where I was.”


“Now you have your investigator’s license?” asked Jesse.


“Yes, sir, I do. I’ve had it for a year now, trying to make it on my own, but the only cases I’m getting are divorces and cheating spouses. Seems so pointless.”


“You believe you’re more suited to violent crime?” asked Blaine.


“Definitely.”


“What makes you think so?” asked Jesse.


He smiled. “Just a feeling I have.”


“Have you ever worked with a partner?” asked Blaine.


“No, sir, but it shouldn’t be a problem. I get along well with people.”


Blaine reached across the desk and shook Chow’s hand. “Thank you for coming in, Mr. Chow. I have interviews for the next few hours, so I’ll have Lil call you tomorrow.”


“Thank you, Mr. Blackmore. Everything you need to know is in my resume. I’m looking forward to working with you and your team.”


Lil showed Mr. Chow out and went to fetch the next guy who’d been waiting in the front parlor.


“What did you think of him?” asked Blaine.


“Didn’t get a lot of positive vibes from him,” said Farrell. “Have to think about it. You didn’t ask him about his shooting. Is it in the folder?”


“Yep, it’s in there,” said Blaine. “High scores on the range with his police issue. Never fired his gun on the job.”


“Fuck that,” hollered Farrell, “we’re dead.”


Jesse nodded.


“Okay, on to the next one.”


Lil brought candidate number two in and introduced him. “This is Lane Forget.” She pointed at the club chair. “Have a seat Mr. Forget. Can I get you a coffee?”


He grinned and said, “That would be nice, Miss Duke. Mighty nice.”


Oh, oh. He’s a chic magnet like that fuckin Travis.


Lily brought the coffee and set it on a coaster on the desk in front of Lane, then left the room.


Lane Forget was a big guy. Six feet two at least. Dark hair and tanned like he spent a lot of time outdoors. He was wearing dress pants and a long sleeved shirt, so his biceps weren’t showing, and neither were his tats—if he had any—but he filled out his clothes pretty solidly.


“Tell us about your last position, Mr. Forget.”


“Sure, be happy to. I was hired as security advisor to a wealthy couple in Dallas. They owned a gallery and had a lot of artwork in their home as well. I was at the gallery during one of their big shows. I had wanted to hire temporary people for the evening because the crowd was supposed to be large, but they didn’t want to spend the money. They argued that they were spending a huge amount on the caterer and the wine and I’d have to manage. Nothing went wrong at the gallery. It was all perfect, but when we went back to their estate, the house had been robbed. They fired me on the spot.”


Farrell nodded. “You were supposed to be in two places at the same time?”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“Fuck that,” said Farrell.


Lane chuckled. “That’s what I said.”


“Ever worked violent crime?” asked Jesse.


“Never did, but I saw a lot of action in the service.”


“You were a Seal,” said Blaine. “Impressive record.”


“Black ops, so a lot of stuff ain’t even there.” Lane smiled. “Missions I was on don’t exist.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. He gave Jesse a glance and saw the slight nod of his partner’s head. “You look like a good fit to me, Mr. Forget.” To Farrell: “Take him to Lil’s office and get started on his paperwork while Jesse and I talk to the next customer.”


“Yes, sir, boss.” Farrell loped across the room and shook Lane Forget’s hand. “Guess that means y’all got hired.”


“Couldn’t be happier. Read everything about this team and it’s my first choice in the whole state of Texas.” He grinned. “Dream job.”


The third dude was a young Hispanic named Pablo Acosta. About five feet ten, stocky and strongly built with a military haircut, he was twenty-eight years old and Lil had chosen him because he’d just completed seven years in the army—the last three as a Ranger.


Blaine reached across the desk and shook Pablo’s hand after Lil had done the introductions. “Army Ranger,” said Blaine. “Great training.”


He had a brilliant smile. Dark complexion like Blaine. “Happy I made the cut. Been home for three weeks and I’m about done with the down time.”


Blaine had his phone on mute, but it vibrated on the desk next to him and he checked the screen.


Perry Leighton.


“Sorry. I’ve got to take this.” He held up a finger and walked over to the wall of windows on the far side of the room. “Mr. Leighton?”


“You were right about Thompson, Blaine, and that is one twisted customer. I’m thinking of availing myself of your services again. Could Major Bristol provide security for me starting Monday morning?”


“Of course, sir. I’ll arrange it and have him call you over the weekend to see how you want to set it up.”


Leighton blew out a breath. “I feel better already, and I know my wife will be pleased. She worries.”


Blaine ended the call and jogged across the room to his desk. “Sorry about that, Mr. Acosta.” He glanced at Jesse who’d been unusually silent, and Jesse moved over and perched on the edge of Blaine’s desk.


“I don’t think we can afford to pass on Mr. Acosta. We were only looking for one man right now, but we’ve had injuries from time to time that left us short and it won’t hurt to have a strong team member like this fellow to fall back on.”


“Exactly what I was thinking,” said Blaine. He reached across the desk and shook Pablo’s hand. “Let’s get you started with Lil and then you can meet the rest of the team.”


Pablo smiled. “Didn’t know what my chances were with me being Latino and all.”


“Hey,” said Blaine, “three of us now.” He pointed, “You, me and Carm.” Blaine escorted Pablo down the narrow hallway to Lil’s office and opened the door.


She looked up and smiled. “Almost finished with Lane. Got another customer for me?”


“I do,” said Blaine. “A Seal and a Ranger. I think we lucked out.”


“We’re the lucky ones,” said Lane. “Coming on board with y’all.”


Pablo nodded and obediently sat in the chair Lil was pointing her Sharpie at.


Blaine’s cell jangled. “Chief, what’s up?” Both new guys turned their heads.


“Write down this address,” said Chief Calhoun.


“Lil, write this down,” said Blaine, then repeated the address the Chief gave him. “Say the apartment number again?”


“Twenty-four twelve. Sienna and Bartley Churchill.”


Blaine repeated it and Lil nodded as she got it down.


“Which one’s dead?” asked Blaine.


“Her,” said the Chief.


“Leaving now, is Mort on the way?”


“Already gone with Sue and her team.” Blaine waved his arm at the two new recruits. “Finish that later. We’re up.”


“Do you want Travis and Fletch to meet you there?” asked Lil.


“Where are they?”


“At the range.”


“No, Fletch needs time there. He’s skittish since he got shot. Jesse can come with and we’ll get a read on the scene first, then see who we need.”


“Where’s Jesse going?” he asked as he stepped out of the office.


“High profile shooting downtown.”


“Happened in the middle of the day?” asked Jesse.


Blaine shrugged and waved to Farrell in the kitchen. “Chief said it wasn’t an hour old.”


Farrell trudged out of the kitchen, cowboy hat on and reflector shades. “Am I going to this party?”


“We all are.”


 


CONGRESS CONDOS overlooked the grounds of the Capitol. Not close, but you could see a few of the statues and the tops of the trees if you peered out the windows at the right angle.


Sienna Churchill might have been trying for a look at Stephen Austin’s statue when the sniper’s bullet caught her right between the eyes. She’d fallen close to the window wall wearing a pink satin dressing gown and still gripping the sheer curtain in her hand. The weight of her falling had bent the rod and pulled the curtain halfway down. A pool of blood had seeped into the carpet around her head.


Doctor Mort Simon knelt beside the body doing his thing, his assistant, Tim, beside him.


Bartley Churchill had been in the shower when his wife was shot and hadn’t heard a damn thing because of the pulsing rainforest showerhead, or so he claimed. He sat on the other side of the spacious living area on a white leather sofa, slumped forward in grief, his head in his hands.


Blaine introduced himself, Jesse, and his team. “Blaine Blackmore, Mr. Churchill. I realize it’s not a good time for questions, but we have to get your statement out of the way. Could you tell me in your own words what you remember?”


He shook his head. “I already told the Chief on the phone. I phoned him directly, right after I called Catherine.”


“You called Governor Campbell first?” asked Blaine.


He held up his hands. “I don’t know why. It was the first thought that came into my head. My God, Sienna is dead. I have to tell Catherine. Maybe I was in shock.”


“Possibly.” Blaine made a motion with his arm and Farrell led the boys to have a look around the condo. “Tell me anything you can recall, sir. Start with when you got up.”


“There was nothing different about today if that’s what you’re fishing for.” Bartley Churchill was not pleasant looking. Overweight with jowly chops and thinning hair, he was dressed in a gray track suit and fiddled with the strings at his middle. “I was up first and made coffee. I took a cup into my office and checked my emails. Then Sienna got out of bed and I heard her walk across the living room into the kitchen and open the fridge. That’s the first thing she always did—pour herself a glass of orange juice.”


Blaine nodded. “Uh huh.”


“I can’t see where this is getting us anywhere, Ranger Blackmore. “What’s the point?”


“Keep going, sir. Sometimes important things will crop up just in the retelling.”


“Don’t think so, but okay.” He took a couple of deep breaths and continued. “I answered a couple of emails, then went into the ensuite and took a shower. When I came out, I intended going to the kitchen to see if my wife had started breakfast, but I only got as far as the living room.” He dropped his head into his hands again and emitted a couple of hoarse sobs.


“Did your wife have any enemies?”


“None.”


“What about you, sir. Have you had trouble with anyone or received any threats?”


“No, of course not.” Churchill snapped out his answer and regarded Blaine as if he’d lost his last lick of sense.


Blaine placed a card on the glass table. “Thank you, sir.” He turned off the recorder and slipped it into his pocket.


The door of the condo opened and the Ranger securing the hallway allowed Special Agent Gene Wyman in, the Governor’s chief of security, and behind him, Governor Campbell herself. “Oh, my God, Blaine, how could this happen?” Cat ran across the room and hugged Blaine.


He held her in his arms as she sobbed. “My best friend is dead.”


Jesse unhooked her from Blaine, took her arm and led her over to the sofa where Churchill was sitting. “Come sit down, Catherine.” To: Churchill. “Sir, would you get the Governor a shot of bourbon, please?”


Cat looked adoringly at Jesse through watery eyes. “Thank you, Jesse.”


“Of course. I’m sorry, Catherine,” said Churchill, getting to his feet, “I should have offered.”


Leaving Cat in conversation with Bartley Churchill, Jesse and Blaine shook hands with Gene Wyman, then returned to the windows and looked where Farrell was pointing.


“Downward trajectory. He was holed up in that building over there.”


 


THE COLONEL TRAVIS BUILDING was twenty-nine storeys high. In the elevator Jesse asked, “Do you think he was a floor higher than the Churchill’s condo, or on the roof?”


“I’m guessing roof,” said Blaine.


The chief of security riding up with them said, “I can find out if there are any vacant offices. What floor would it be if he wasn’t on the roof?”


“Twenty five and up,” said Jesse. “He was higher than twenty-four.”


The door to the roof was locked and when the team searched they found nothing. No footprints, no brass. Nothing.


“Okay,” said Farrell. “Let’s check the vacant offices on the east side and work our way down from the top floor.”


The building security chief, Wally Wakeford, a sharply groomed man in his fifties, checked his floor map and said, possible on twenty-seven. Empty and on the side you want.”


“Let’s see it,” said Blaine. The two new guys had been following along watching, observing and not saying a word.


Wakeford unlocked the door and let the team in. Blaine held up a hand at the door. “Gloves and booties. There’s a nice neat circle of glass removed from the window.”


“Look at that,” said Wakeford, his eyes wide.


Blaine blocked him. “I’ll have to ask you to remain outside the office, sir. A crime scene unit will be along shortly and perhaps you could show them the way.”


“Yeah, okay.” He backed off looking none too pleased.


“Jesse take Lane and go left, Farrell take Pablo and go right. Interview every office and get names and phone numbers of who you talked to as well as a list of employees with their information.”


“What are you doing, boss?” Farrell’s usual taunt.


“I’m securing the scene and calling Sue and telling her where we are. I’ll wait here until the techs come to take over. I might tell her where you are too if you’re not careful.”


“Fuck,” said Farrell, “she’s hot for me.”


Pablo smiled.






 




CHAPTER TWO


Saturday, March 7th.


 


Huntsville Prison.


“MONDAY AT TEN,” Ewing barked at his brother. After standing for half an hour in the phone line, his mood had not improved. The guy behind him took a step back.


“Don’t worry, I’ll be there.”


“I want to make a stop on the way to Austin.”


“Where?”


“Won’t take long.”


“No problem.”


Two days to go.


 


BLAINE called a Saturday morning meeting. Breakfast was over, and the table cleared when the two new guys arrived along with Travis and Fletcher. Farrell lived with Blaine, so he was already there.


Lexi and Hoodoo bounced around, happy to see the new arrivals. “This is Lexi,” said Blaine, “she’s big but gentle, and this guy is Hoodoo, my girlfriend’s Bernese. He’s staying with us while Misty is away. Over there in the prep area we have Carmelita Flores. She will feed you and give you a calling down in Spanish if you deserve it.”


Pablo smiled.


“You’ve met Lil.” She sat at the end of the table with her pad and pen ready to go. “Lil holds us all together. You can phone into the office and she will know where I am, and where the others are and what’s going on. Always.”


Farrell strode over to the coffee maker for a refill.


“There is always coffee if you’re here at the Agency. I’m a bit of an addict and Carm keeps a fresh pot on for me. So get a mug and fix it the way you like it, then we’re gonna talk about the coming week.”


“Did we get anything on the murder yet?” asked Fletcher.


“I’ve got a lot of research to do on the husband. Chances are they were aiming for him and he’s not saying why, or he hired a shooter to cap his wife. It’ll take some digging to find out if it was all about him. Cat might be able to help me with that too. I’ll go over there tomorrow and pick her brain.”


“Are we like… friends with Governor Campbell?” asked Pablo.


“You saw her hugging me yesterday?” asked Blaine. “Uh huh, she’s an ally. She supports everything we do, both personally and in the media. She helps in a lot of ways I don’t have time to explain, but yes, she’s a friend to the Agency.”


Pablo nodded. “Friends in high places are good.”


Blaine sizzled his retort. “It ain’t like that.”


“Okay, sorry, boss.” Pablo slumped down in his chair.


“No problem. Let’s concentrate.”


“You said you wanted to talk to me, boss?” asked Travis.


“I do. This concerns Monday. Farrell found out through our network that Ewing Thompson is being released from Huntsville on Monday.”


“Nope, that ain’t right, boss,” said Travis. “Three strikes on that asshole. He’s never coming out.”


“But it is true. One of the convictions—I believe it was the rape—has been overturned and they’re letting go of him on Monday at ten a.m.”


“Fuck that,” said Travis.


Blaine nodded. “The thing is, rumor says Ewing doesn’t like Austin any more. Don’t know what that means but we better be ready to deal with it when we damn well find out.”


“What do you want me to do, boss?” asked Travis.


“You’re on the DA. Mr. Leighton has requested you personally for his bodyguard.”


“Okay. Easy enough.”


“You call him tomorrow and make your own arrangements as long as you are with him when he leaves the house Monday morning.”


“Got it.”


“So that will leave Fletch temporarily without a partner. Lane will partner with Fletch. More on that when we get to the range.”


“Pablo will work with my brother, Farrell, and I’ll partner with Jesse, but ultimately we’ll all work as a unit if something is going down.”


“Any idea what kind of mayhem this Thompson fella is all about?” asked Lane.


“I do not,” said Blaine. “But as Pablo pointed out we have contact in high places. And there is one member of our team you haven’t met yet. She’s not officially on the team, but she works behind the scenes. Let’s go meet her now.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch, La Grange.


Blaine parked the big black Ram diesel near the garage and the crew jumped out. Travis was missing. He’d gone straight home to get ready for his assignment at Leighton’s and Jesse had skipped the morning meeting entirely, but he planned to catch up at the shooting range.


As the crew sauntered towards the front porch, Annie opened the door to greet them. “Morning boys. Welcome to Coulter-Ross. I filled a cooler with Cokes if one of you strong handsome men want to carry it to the range for me.”


Lane and Pablo stopped and stared, and Blaine made the introductions. “This is my Mom, Annie Powell and Farrell’s Mom too.”


“Come on in and we’ll get some ammo and get started on your training.”


“Your mother is going to train us?” Lane’s voice dripped with sarcasm.


“That’s right,” said Blaine.


“I’m already a good shooter,” said Lane.


“If you’re watching my back, I want to see how good you are. I’m not taking your word for it.”


“Fair enough.”


Annie welcomed them into her huge farmhouse kitchen. “Have a seat, boys and we’ll talk about what y’all are shooting. I have a good assortment of ordnance and clearly have favorites, but we’ll see what y’all are comfortable with. Blaine said you both have military training, so you might not need my help too much, but anything I can do to make you a little keener in your senses will help you out under pressure. That’s why we’re going the extra mile. Pressure under fire.”


“I’ve been under fire lots in the war zone,” said Pablo.


“Me too,” said Lane.


Annie ignored them. “And you brought your own pieces with you?”


They both acknowledged that they did.


Annie smiled, and her gray eyes flashed. “Neither one of you seem happy to have me looking over your shoulder, but I don’t give a flying fuck if y’all are happy or not. What I care about is not having my boys dead.”


Lane nodded. “I get your meaning, ma’am.”


“You can call me, Annie.” To Farrell: “Bring a couple rifles and a couple of shotguns outside would you, sugar pop?”


“Sure, Mom.”


“I want to thank you for yesterday, Annie,” said Fletcher. “Raised my confidence level up a notch.”


Annie smiled at him. “You know what you have to work on, sugar. Strengthening the arm that was wounded is a big part of it. I’ll check on you in a bit.”


At the range, out behind the log guest house, Farrell and Blaine set Fletcher, Lane and Pablo up with targets and noise mufflers.


Annie went from one to the other, making adjustments on their breathing, their stance, and tweaking muscles they didn’t even know came into play. They ran the gamut of handguns, rifles and shotguns and spent a little time on automatic weaponry.


When they were exhausted and drenched in sweat, she held up a hand. “It’s time for a beer and some food, then we’ll start over.”


Lane slumped down onto his chair in the kitchen and took the cold beer from Annie’s hand. “Where in hell did you learn to shoot like that?”


“My husband was a gunsmith and he taught me.”


“Good teacher,” said Pablo. “I didn’t think I could learn anything from you, but I was wrong, and I apologize for thinking that.”


Annie giggled. “No problem.”


“I want to be as good with my left hand as you are,” said Lane. “Here I was thinking I was at the top of my game, and I fell so far short. Gave me something to work for and I needed a new goal.”


“We all need goals,” said Annie. “When George first took me to the Regulator’s range to teach me to use a gun, my right arm was broken. I learned with my left and it’s my dominant shooter even though I’m right handed.”


“The boss said you trained yourself to shoot from horseback,” said Pablo, “like they do in those competitions.”


Annie nodded. “I have an Annie Oakley complex so that was a natural progression for me. Great training for hitting your target when you’re moving fast—really fast.” Annie giggled. “We’ll saddle up one day and I’ll let y’all try it.”


 


AFTER SPENDING hours at the range, Blaine took the boys to Smithville to the steakhouse for a couple of drafts and some dinner on the way back to Austin. Back in the city, he let the boys go home and have the rest of their weekend off.


“Thanks, boss,” said Pablo with a big grin on his face. “A helluva good day. Don’t know when I’ve enjoyed myself more.”


“Same goes for me,” said Lane. “We’re gonna be a great team.”


“Take tomorrow for personal time,” said Blaine. “Once we’re in the middle of this murder case and on Ewing Thompson’s ass, we might not get a break.”


“I hear ya, boss,” said Lane. “Could get crazy.”


Blaine stood at the end of the drive until the boys backed their trucks into the street, then he pressed the button and watched the heavy wrought iron gate clang shut.


Back inside, he grabbed a mug of coffee and headed into his office to investigate the Churchills to see what made them tick. Was there something the husband was up to that got his wife killed?


Bartley Churchill was a trucker. He’d started off with his own truck when he was twenty-five and by the time he was fifty-five, he had a fleet of fifty big rigs. Texas Trucking and Logistics. Since his retirement he seemed to be focused on the warehousing aspect and owned huge square footage in most of Austin’s industrial parks as well as in Dallas and Houston.


Interesting but not particularly life-threatening.


Sienna Churchill had been a real estate broker for several years, but she’d retired and let her license lapse. Google searches showed her doing all kinds of charity work and fund raising. She had gone to the same high school in north Austin as Catherine Campbell. They’d known each other since they were teenage girls.


No wonder Cat’s upset.


He’d spent an hour on the Churchill’s financials when Farrell came in with a Corona in his hand. “You gonna take a break?”


“Yeah, I’m getting tired.” Blaine accepted the beer and chugged half down. “Thanks for that.”


“Find anything useful?”


“Not so much. He’s into warehousing and it seems to be profitable. Their condo is paid for and they have money in the bank.”


“Maybe she was cheating on him. She was pretty and looked a bit younger than him.”


“She’s the same age as Cat. They went to high school together.”


“What’s that? Forty-seven? Forty-Eight?”


“Uh huh. Close.”


“Maybe it was a contract,” said Farrell. “Has all the signs of a pro job. Glass cutter, perfect angle, no evidence.”


“All the appearances of a pro, you’re right about that, but what’s the motive?”


“Can’t help you there,” said Farrell. “You’re the motive guy.”


“Was the hit aimed at her, or fucked up on him?”


 





 




CHAPTER THREE


Sunday, March 8th.


 


Huntsville Prison.


EWING gathered the crap he’d accumulated over the last five years and stacked it at the end of his bunk. A couple of magazines that his brother had sent him, he’d kept for the ‘how to’ articles. Didn’t need them, in truth, because he’d memorized everything he needed to know.


He paced the length of his cell to look in the fake fuckin mirror. No gray in his hair and why would there be? He had no fuckin worries. He’d shaved clean this morning in the shower in case he had any close encounters.


Maybe his brother would fix him up with one of his super fans. All Lou had to do was strum a chord on his guitar and girls would lay down and open their legs. He could pass a couple of those easy lays along to his brother. They were family. Brotherly love.


“Tomorrow’s the day, Thompson,” said the guard as he shoved his breakfast tray through the slot. “Only three more of these gourmet meals to go.”


Last day.


 


TRAVIS made coffee in his apartment kitchen above the antique store. He sat down at his little drop-leaf table to wait while it brewed and wondered if it was too early to call the District Attorney. He liked Perry Leighton, had guarded him once before when one of the DA’s cases came back to haunt him, but it had been a couple of years earlier. Was Ewing Thompson gonna try something, or was Leighton nervous for no reason? Didn’t matter, it was a job and he was getting paid either way.


He filled a mug, then gathered up all his laundry and started a load. He might need clean clothes for a few days or maybe longer. If Thompson didn’t do a damn thing, what would be the time frame for him staying at the Leighton’s?


The washer was running, and he headed back to the kitchen when he heard his phone. Third ring. “Hello, Mr. Leighton. I was going to call a little later.”


“Just confirming that we’re set for tomorrow morning, Major Bristol. I usually leave the house about eight.”


“I’ll arrive at your residence at seven forty-five and drive you downtown, sir.”


“Thank you. Nothing might happen, but I’ve been through something similar before and it was a little nerve wracking.”


“Yes, sir. It’s better to be prepared.”


 


“ARE YOU GONNA be done that shit in time to watch the game with me?” asked Farrell. He slouched down in the chair in front of Blaine’s desk and stared at him.


“Just a few more minutes. I want to get a feel for where Thompson is going to be in the city so I’m not running around like a howling coyote with his dick up his ass.”


“He could stay anywhere,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, but home base and probable whereabouts—that’s what I’m talking about.”


“Is it scientific shit?”


“Hell no. It’s common sense. His brother lives in the north end, North Lamar area, and Thompson heads up the house band at T n T Roadhouse downtown.”


“Is that the brother? The lead for T n T? He’s so goddam good it’s scary.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “He is?”


“Damn right. We should check it out.”


“Is there live music on Sunday?”


“I’ll check,” said Farrell, and looked it up on his phone. He nodded. “Ten till midnight only.”


“Let’s go get a feel for the brother tonight.”


Farrell gave his brother a fist bump. “I’m always up for a little entertainment if it includes a couple pitchers of beer.” He stomped out of the office elated that they had a plan.


Blaine hadn’t typed a stroke before his cell rang and the black cat appeared on his screen. “Cat, are you doing better today?”


“Not really, sweetie. Such a shock. Any progress?”


“Working on the background information, but anything you could supply on the Churchills would be a time saver.”


“Sure, I’m happy to help.”


“The marriage? Solid or shaky?”


“Never heard a whisper that it wasn’t solid.”


“Okay, noted. I’ve checked the finances and I don’t think it’s money related. Churchill is stable.”


“I saw Sienna two weeks ago and she was excited that they’d bought a cabin in Colorado. Somewhere cool to go in the Texas heat.”


“Noted. I’ll check it. Umm… Churchill himself, give me the skinny. Nice guy. Mean tempered… what?”


“Oh, I’m sure he has his moments, but Sienna always raved on about what a thoughtful guy he was. Flowers, dinners, the whole nine yards.” Cat tried to cover a sniffle. “According to Sienna he loved her a lot and treated her like a queen.”


“Doesn’t appear to be that kind of dude,” said Blaine, “but I always like to hear when somebody is nice to their wife.”


“I can’t imagine what the motive was, sweetie. What if it was an accident—like they thought she was someone else?”


“We have to consider that, Cat. Her husband said she had no enemies.”


“She didn’t, in all the time I’ve known her.”


“I’m waiting on the lab and the autopsy,” said Blaine.


“When I find out about the service, will you go with me?”


“Of course. We’ll want to cover it anyway.”


He ended the call to Cat when a huge ruckus erupted in the foyer. “Who’s here? I’m not expecting anyone.” Blaine stepped out his office door and his face split into a wide grin. “Misty, you’re home.” He ran down the hall and grabbed her in a hug, the dogs jumping wildly around their legs. Blaine kissed her and realized how much he had missed her. “I’m so happy you’re back. Stay for dinner.”


“I can stay for a little while, sweetheart.”


“Why didn’t you call me to pick you up at the airport?”


“I knew how busy you are. I took a cab.”


“Are you feeling better? I always worry about your weak spells when you’re alone.”


“I’m much better since I’ve been taking the iron Brian prescribed. No need to worry.”


I always worry.


“Where’s your luggage?”


“At home. I went there first, then drove over to get Hoo.”


“Right, that makes sense. You needed your car. The cabbie might not want him.”


I’m not used to Misty making any sense at all. Maybe I’m getting to know her better.


Blaine took her hand and led her into the kitchen. “Come say hi to Carm, she’ll be so happy to see you.”


 


AFTER DINNER, Blaine broached the subject of Misty’s antebellum property in New Orleans, the reason she didn’t come home from their vacation when he did. “Did you go to your house and see what needed to be updated, sweetheart?”


Misty nodded and stared past Blaine towards the window.


“And? Did you make a list? Where do you want to start?”


“I’m going to wait until you have time to go back with me,” she whispered.


“Why? What happened. Did your father yell at you?”


She nodded. “As soon as I touched the front door handle.”


“How did he know it was you, if he didn’t open the door?”


“He knew.”


“When did your mother move out? You haven’t told me any of this.”


“Right after Daddy died, we both moved out.”


Blaine’s heart skipped a beat and he stared into the watery blue eyes. “You’re saying your father is dead?”


Misty nodded. “But he still lives in the house and I can’t get him out.” She teared up and a couple rolled down her cheeks. “That’s why I can’t go in there to make repairs.”


“Why didn’t you explain this to me when we were standing in front of the house in New Orleans?”


“I wasn’t ready, I guess.”


“Are you ready now to do something about the problem?”


“I don’t know what can be done. I’m sure, nothing. Once a place is haunted, it doesn’t get unhaunted.”


I don’t believe in ghosts, but it’s obvious Misty does.


“Let me think about it,” said Blaine. “In the meantime, how would you feel about going to the T n T for a few drinks and listening to the band?”


“Is Mary going?” asked Misty.


“Umm… sure,” said Farrell. “Let me call her.”


It will look more natural if we have dates.


“Why are we going out on a Sunday night?” asked Misty.


“Umm…Farrell thought it would be fun,” said Blaine. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Farrell give him a hand signal.


“We’re picking Mary up at nine,” said Farrell. “Lots of time if you want to take Hoo home and change or anything, Mist.”


“I’ll just run home and unpack, feed Hoo and take a shower,” said Misty.”


“I’ll call you when we’re leaving to pick you up.”


 


THE T n T was quiet on a Sunday evening. Blaine was surprised they bothered with a live band there were so few people in the booths when they arrived. But things picked up right before the band started at ten and all the tables were full.


“Good thing we came early,” said Mary, “Look how packed it is now.”


“We got a close table,” said Misty. “Is this band good, Farrell?”


“You won’t believe how fuckin good the lead singer is.”


“What’s his name?” asked Mary. “Maybe I’ve heard of him.”


“Lou Thompson,” said Blaine.


“You know his name?” Misty sounded surprised. “I’ve only heard you talk about one singer and that’s Lukas Nelson and how great he is on the guitar.”


“Yeah, that’s because I’ll never have the time to practice to ever be that good.” He waved the waitress over and ordered another round.


The band came out, picked up their instruments and played the warmup song. Instrumental only and the crowd stomped and hollered their approval. After the first set, the band took a break. Lou Thompson set his guitar down, picked up a bottle of water and tipped it up.


Blaine hopped up and crossed the dance floor to talk to him. “Hey, Lou. Your brother is getting out tomorrow.”


Lou stared at him. “Who the hell are you?”


Ewing’s brother looked a lot like him. A younger version of the good looking brown-eyed con. Neither one was too tall. Five ten at most.


“A concerned citizen.”


“Fuck off.”


“That ain’t gonna happen, Lou. I’m gonna have eyes on you and Ewing from the second he steps out of Huntsville.”


“He’s a free man. You can’t harass him.”


“I won’t,” said Blaine, “That don’t mean I can’t keep track of him. He staying with you?”


“None of your business.”


Blaine grinned. “Wrong. It is my business.”


“Gotta take a leak before my next set,” snarled Lou.


“You’re a great singer, Lou. Don’t flush your career for your brother.”


“That won’t happen.”


Blaine returned to the table and sat down.


“You piss him off?” asked Farrell.


Blaine shrugged. “A little.” He picked up the fresh pitcher and filled his empty glass.


“I thought you went to tell him how much you liked the band,” said Misty.


“I did, sweetheart. I told him he was good.”


“Why did that piss him off?” asked Mary.


Blaine shrugged. “Can’t say for sure.”






 




CHAPTER FOUR


Monday, March 9th.


 


TRAVIS arrived at the Leighton residence at a quarter to eight, right on schedule and Perry Leighton was ready to roll. Austin’s District Attorney had been watching for Travis out the front window and met him on the brick drive. He seemed calm and relaxed, dressed in a designer suit, leather briefcase under his arm.


“I’m telling myself this is just another day, Major Bristol. Just another day at the DA’s office.”


Travis opened the passenger door of his F-450 and gave Leighton a hand up onto the side step. “It will be just another day if we’re careful. Thompson won’t be released until ten, then he’ll have a two hour drive back here—that’s if he’s headed back here at all.”


“I talked to Warden Wilson on Friday when Blaine gave me the heads-up and he didn’t have an inkling what Thompson’s plans were. Sometimes they have a record of an address the con is going to or a job that’s waiting for them, but there was nothing.


Maybe that’s the way Thompson wants it.


“Blacky mentioned a brother. He could be working on that angle.”


Leighton nodded his head and Travis thought the man had gone completely gray since the last time he’d seen him. “Blaine is thorough and utterly dependable.”


“Absolutely,” said Travis. “A boss who always has your back.”


 


FARRELL parked in his spot at DPS. His mission this morning was to introduce the two new guys to Chief Calhoun and give them a tour of the facility while Jesse and Blaine attended Sienna Churchill’s autopsy. Fletch was tagging along because he hadn’t been assigned a partner yet.


“Never been inside this building,” said Pablo.


“You’ll be here a lot,” said Farrell. “We work closely with the Chief and he likes to be in the loop with everything we do.”


“I don’t understand the set up,” said Lane. “We work for the Blackmore Agency, but the Chief of the Texas Rangers keeps an eye on us?”


“Keeps us on track,” said Farrell, “and gives us state-wide authority.” To Fletch: “Got the coffee?”


“Yep, I’m juggling it.” He had trouble with the door and Farrell opened it and held it.


Chief Calhoun’s office was small, and Farrell rounded up extra chairs for the four of them. “These are the new guys, Chief.” Farrell pointed. “Here we have Pablo Acosta, Army Ranger up until a month ago, and this big guy is Lane Forget, former Navy Seal.”


“Welcome. Nice to meet you boys. Blacky sent me your resumes and we’re lucky to have y’all. Lots of good training in both your backgrounds. We’re all about staying alive and keeping each other alive.”


“Yes, sir,” said Pablo. “One of my main objectives.”


The Chief took a sip of his coffee then opened the drawer of his desk. “Let’s get y’all deputized and get you some creds so we can put y’all to work.”


“Blacky gave them to Annie yesterday,” said Farrell. “Both good shooters.”


The Chief grinned. “How’d you boys measure up against Mrs. Powell?”


Lane chuckled. “I’ve got work to do, sir. Working on my non-dominant hand.”


“You’re in a situation,” said the Chief, not cracking a smile. “Shot in your right arm. You change hands and shoot a bird out of a fuckin tree. No second chances.”


Lane grinned. “Yes, sir. That could happen.”


“Did you see our Farrell shoot?” asked the Chief. “A bit of a legend here at headquarters. The boys have taken to calling him Dead-Eye Donovan.”


Farrell held up a hand.


“I guess I wasn’t watching him,” said Lane. “I’ll take note next time.”


“Annie taught me and Blacky,” said Farrell.


“Boss a good shooter?” asked Pablo.


“Fuck,” said Fletcher and told a long story about gangers in trailers with automatic weapons and how Blacky took them out.


With official business out of the way, Farrell gave them a tour of the facility.


 


BLAINE AND JESSE came away from Sienna Churchill’s autopsy with nothing more than the caliber of the bullet that killed her.


On the way upstairs, Jesse stopped for a breath and asked, “What if it was the wrong condo?”


“What do you mean?” asked Blaine, “Like it should have been the next one over, one up or one down?”


“Yeah, that type of thing.”


“Shit,” said Blaine. “I’ll put the boys on it and see what we can pull up. That’s gonna be the high shits if the Churchills were a goddam random mistake.”


Jesse grinned. “Yeah, ain’t it?”


 


Huntsville, Texas.


THOMPSON stood in the sun on the front steps of the big red brick building breathing in the air. A cool March day, but not cold enough for a jacket. Didn’t matter, he didn’t have one anyway. Didn’t come with one and didn’t have one now.


He did a visual search for Lou and didn’t see his brother. Maybe he was sitting in the parking lot. He damn well better be here if he wanted to play another note on his goddam guitar. Music was all his brother thought about, talked about, and Ewing had warned him time and again to shut the fuck up about his goddam CD. Lou lived and breathed the songs he’d written, and it got on Ewing’s last nerve.


How the hell would I know if they were any fuckin good? Why does he keep asking me?


Ewing descended the steps with a bag in his right hand. It pissed him off that he could hold all his possessions in one fucking hand. That would be changing shortly. Right after he did what he had to do.


A horn honked, and Ewing turned his head. Lou was parked outside the gate waiting for him just like he was supposed to be. Ewing gave a wave to his brother and strode to the guardhouse and showed his discharge papers. The bastards looked them over like they had something to say about it, then they did their thing and let him out. Course a guard wasn’t far behind making sure he didn’t fuck up between the door and the gate. What the hell could happen? Did they think he’d turn around and run back inside?


Fucking idiots.


He jumped in his brother’s truck, tossed the bag over the seat and reached into his shirt pocket for his smokes.


“You didn’t get out at ten like you said.” Lou sounded pissed.


“Hey, I’m out the goddam minute they let me out. Not a goddam thing I could do about speeding things up for your convenience.” He lit his cigarette and blew the smoke across the cab at his brother.


“Don’t.” Lou snarled at him, shoved the truck into gear and took off. “Cop showed up at my gig last night asking about where you’d be staying when you got out.”


“None of their fucking business where I’m staying. I’m free and clear of those assholes.”


“Yeah, well this wasn’t one of the regular assholes. I recognized him, and it was the super cop.”


Ewing snarled at his brother, “Ain’t no such thing as a super cop. They’re all the same. Pond sucking scum.”


“True enough, but just sayin. He said he’d be watching you from the minute you came out the gate.”


Ewing twisted around for a look out the back window. “Not a goddam car, truck or hay wagon behind us. Just running his mouth like they all do. An empty threat. Trying to be something he’s not. Cops can’t afford to follow every con who gets let out of prison. That’s bullshit.”


 


BLAINE met the boys in the parking lot at headquarters. “Nothing much from the autopsy, but Jesse raised an interesting point. If Mrs. Churchill was not the intended victim, and it wasn’t her husband—not that we’ve given up on him yet but consider this, what if it was the wrong condo?”


“If it was a one-offer,” said Farrell, “like that?”


“Yeah, like that.”


“Shit, boss, a mistake like that will quadruple our fuckin work,” said Farrell. “We’ve got to check either side of the Churchills, plus one up and one down.”


“Exactly. Take everybody back to the condo building, partner up and see what kind of vibes you get. Say you’re interviewing all of the Churchill’s neighbors and take a lot of notes.”


Blaine turned towards his truck and his cell rang. “Got him, Jack?”


“Yep, picked him up at the gate. The brother is driving a dark green Ram. This is the tag. Right now, we’re just heading south into Houston.”


“Keep on him and see if he makes any stops.”


“No worries. Greg and I won’t lose him.”


 


TRAVIS hunkered down in the outer office with Miss Simkins, the DA’s personal assistant. She was a stickler for doing things by the book and on schedule for her boss, but also a big believer in always-fresh coffee and fresh pastries from the bakery in the lobby of the building. With Travis lurking outside the DA’s door, nobody could get to Perry Leighton without getting by him first. His cell rang, and he grabbed it. “Hey boss, anything?”


“Jack and Greg have him. They’re right on Thompson’s ass. Going through Houston at the moment. I have Rick and Andy sitting on the brother’s street address in the junk truck waiting for them to get to Austin.”


“Sounds like we’re covered.”


“For now, at least. Take Mr. Leighton for an early lunch, say in the next hour and then keep him in the building until he’s done for the day. Give us a chance to get set up here in the city.”


“Uh huh, I’ll talk to Miss Simpkins and get her on board.”


Miss Simpkins was a straight stick of a woman, gray strands meandering through her short brown hair, and her glasses hanging on a gold chain around her neck. Hardly ever smiled and reeked of efficiency, but once you waded through the shyness, she was accommodating and funny as hell.


She looked up from her computer screen when she heard her name being bandied about. “What are we talking about, Major Bristol?”


“Getting the boss out to lunch and back to his office while Mr. Thompson is in transit.”


“Understood. I’ll take care of it.” She jumped to her feet. “How long do we have?”


“Hour and a half.”


“Done.”


 


“TURN HERE,” said Ewing. Take seventy-one. I want to make a stop.”


“You ain’t getting me in trouble already, are you?”


“Course not. I need to do some shopping. Nothing to do with you,” said Ewing.


“Shopping for what?”


“Shit I need.”


“Like what? I’ve got food, clothes and shaving stuff at my house. You don’t need anything.”


Ewing pointed a finger at his brother across the console. “That’s where you’re wrong. Stop at the first Home Depot or Lowes you come to.”


“What the hell do you need there?”


“Don’t ask questions.”


“There’s a Home Depot out on the highway near Smithville, I think.”


“Good enough. Take me there.”


Lou found the store easily enough, parked near the entrance and left the truck running. “I’ll wait here.”


“You don’t want to be seen with your own brother?” Ewing laughed as he jumped out of the shotgun seat.


“Something like that.”


 


JESSE was on his way home to the Quantrall ranch north of Giddings when he got Blacky’s call.


“Jack is on the Thompson brothers and he says they stopped at the Home Depot on seventy-one.”


“The one near Smithville?”


“Yep, that’s the one.”


“I’ll cruise by there and see what Mr. Ewing purchased.”


“Will the store tell you?”


“Let’s find out,” said Jesse. He turned the Range Rover around and arrived at the big box store inside of fifteen minutes. He had copies of Ewing Thompson’s eight by tens on the front seat of his truck, so he took one inside with him.


At customer service he asked for the manager and a couple minutes later a big fellow dressed in an orange marker, stood smiling at him.


“Dave Kennedy, sir. What can I do for you?”


Jesse showed his creds and asked in a low voice, “Is there somewhere we can have a word?”


Dave raised his dark eyebrows. “Sure. My office is right back here.”


Dave pointed at the chrome chair in front of his desk and closed the door behind them. “Is it one of my employees?”


Jesse shook his head. “No, nothing like that. A person of interest that we’re watching came in here a few minutes ago,” he shoved the picture towards the manager, “and we need to know what he purchased. That’s the extent of it.”


“We have very few weapons.”


“Can you call up purchases in the last hour for me?”


“Uh huh. Okay, sure.” Dave sat down at his computer, entered his password and flipped through a bunch of screens.


“Read the purchases to me when you’re ready. I don’t have to see any confidential information or anything.”


The first three were paint.


“It won’t be paint, you can skip all those.”


Dave smiled. “That will save a lot of time. We have the best paint in the business for the best price. Paint is huge for us.” He continued on and Jesse thought he’d recognize Ewing Thompson’s purchases when he heard the list, and he did.


“Stop there. Print that one for me, please?”


“Padlock, nuts, bolts, nails, fertilizer.”


Dave Kennedy pulled the copy of the receipt off the printer in the corner of his office. “It was paid by cash.”


“It would be,” said Jesse. “Thank you for your time, sir. Appreciate it.”


“Is this guy dangerous?” Dave appeared apprehensive.


“Can’t give you too many details. Someone we’re watching, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to anyone. This is police business and is strictly confidential.”


“I get it, Ranger Quantrall. I know who you are. The Violent Crime Agency is watching this guy.”


Jesse nodded. “Our secret.”


 


BLAINE had settled into his office for more research on Bartley Churchill when he got the call from Jesse.


“Talked to the manager at the Home Depot and just guessing but this might be Thompson’s receipt.”


“Read it to me,” said Blaine.


“Padlock, large quantity of nuts, nails and bolts, hundred pound bag of fertilizer.”


“Fuck that.”


“Anything in his record indicate he knows dick about making a bomb?”


“Not that I saw,” said Blaine. “Armed robbery and murder are right up his alley. Maybe he learned a new skill at the Huntsville Hotel.”


“Shit,” said Jesse.


 


FARRELL returned to the Agency at five-thirty with the crew. They had diligently questioned condo owners on all sides of the Churchills and had taken extensive notes.


“Come on in for a beer. Boss might have a couple questions, then we’re done for today. We hope.”


“Don’t think I ever talked so much,” said Pablo, “or asked so many questions.”


“Yeah,” said Farrell, “interviews suck, but we need information if we’re gonna make a bust.”


“For sure,” said Lane.


Blaine met them in the kitchen, handed out Lone Stars and asked, “Any vibes hit y’all?” He turned to Farrell and waited. His brother never missed picking up the signs.


“If it was anybody other than the Churchills, I’d vote for Ward Ingram and his live-in, Celia Stone.”


“Okay, that’s good info,” said Blaine. “Which way was their condo from the Churchill’s?”


“Next door on the same floor,” said Pablo. He checked his notebook. “Twenty-four ten.”


“Leave your notebooks with me overnight. I’ll read over your notes and give them back in the morning.”


Lane finished his brew and set his can on the table. “What’s the status on the con that got out today?”


“Jack and Greg are on him. He stopped at a big box store and purchased a few items on his way to Austin. Jesse got a copy of the receipt.”


“What did he buy, boss?” asked Farrell.


“A padlock, nuts, bolts, nails and fertilizer.”


“Fuck,” said Pablo. “A bomber.”


 


TRAVIS was almost dozing in one of the waiting area chairs when Perry Leighton was finished for the day.


“Ready to leave, Major Bristol?”


“I am, if you are, sir.”


“A long day for you just sitting.”


Travis smiled at Miss Simkins. “We had coffee and pastries. Wasn’t that tough.”


“See you tomorrow, Major Bristol.”


He gave her a little wave, then checked the corridor before letting the DA out of the office. “All clear.”


They took the elevator straight to the parking garage and a lot of the employees had already left for the day.


“Almost deserted, sir. Stand right there and I’ll get the truck.”


Travis picked up the DA and delivered him home without incident.


Day one.


 


EWING stowed his purchases in the garden shed behind his brother’s two bedroom ranch house and secured the metal door with his shiny new padlock.


“I don’t want to know what you’re doing with that shit, Ewing. I know what it looks like and I don’t want to think about it.”


“It ain’t what you think. I’m not getting into trouble no more. You can trust me.” Ewing gave his brother a pat on the back to reassure him.


“Good. You just got home and you’re free. Why don’t you enjoy that? I can feed us both for a while until you get caught up.”


Ewing grinned. “I’m okay for money.”


Lou raised an eyebrow. “You are?”


“Uh huh.”


Ewing had a beer with his brother, and Lou looked like he wanted to say something. “You’ve got a guilty look on your face. What is it? Come clean.”


“I have to tell you this before…”


“Before what?”


“Before Mattie comes home from her shift at the hospital.”


Ewing stared at his brother and felt the heat rising. “You’re screwing around with my woman while I’m locked up?”


“Didn’t plan it. It just happened, bro. Sorry.”


“Sorry ain’t gonna cut it.” Ewing left his unfinished beer on the table, stomped down the hall and slept in the spare room for a couple of hours. When he got up, he’d cooled off a bit and wanted to kill Lou a little less. Not much less.


He realized how hungry he was and went to the kitchen to check out the fridge. “Not much to eat in here.”


“I eat at the T n T most nights,” said Lou, “Better than my cooking if Mattie ain’t here.”


“Guess I’ll eat there too. Any objections?”


“None. I’ll be leaving about eight.”


“I’ll take a shower and get cleaned up.”


 


FARRELL showered and changed his clothes after Blacky went to bed. Rick and Andy had the night surveillance shift on Ewing Thompson, and both brothers were reported to be at T n T. He intended to go listen to the band and drink a pitcher of beer and make sure Ewing stayed out of trouble. It was only day one.


Farrell drove downtown to the roadhouse and sat at a table with a good view of most of the room. During the second set, Lou was at the mic blasting out a cover of an old Bellamy Brothers song and Farrell noticed Ewing cross the dance floor and slide into a booth across from a scruffy looking dude with a beard and long scraggly auburn hair.


I know that guy.


Farrell strode past their table, faking a trip to the men’s room to get a better look. “Yep, that’s Bud Palatka.” Palatka and Thompson were leaning in close having a serious conversation about something. “That’s trouble in the making,” Farrell mumbled to himself.


Gotta talk to Kamps tomorrow.






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Tuesday, March 10th.


 


AFTER BREAKFAST, Blaine held the morning meeting in the kitchen, his new favorite hangout since the renovation. The two new guys were gung ho, experienced and eager to dig into the job. They were used to hard work, long days and iffy conditions. Good guys and he was lucky to have them.


He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the island. “Everybody grab a coffee and we’ll start.”


Lil breezed in with her pad and pen ready to take notes and sat at the end of the table. “I did background checks on the Churchill’s neighbors and I think Farrell got a good read on Ward Ingram. “He’s a regular at the track and he’s three months behind on his condo payments. His Lexus was repossessed two weeks ago, but I can’t get his banking information.” She winked. “Maybe you can, boss. Could be Mr. Ingram has an unhappy creditor or he borrowed money from the wrong crowd.”


“Good start, Lil. Hope I have time to dig deeper into Ingram later today. I went more in-depth into Bartley Churchill and came up empty. No connections I can see that would get him or his wife killed. Cat said he was a good husband, so unless he was fooling everybody, I just don’t know.”


“Until we know different,” said Farrell, “we have to presume the Churchill’s were the target.”


“Absolutely,” said Blaine.


“Contract killings are hard to pin down unless you can verify the transfer of funds,” said Farrell. “Who paid the killer?”


“Yeah, like we have a chance of finding that out, when we don’t know who in hell the shooter was,” said Blaine.


“Well, somebody hired him,” said Lil. To Farrell: “Get one of your street crew to find out who’s in town.”


Farrell nodded. “I’ll put it out there. I’ve got a meet with Kamps in an hour and that’s what I’m gonna talk about. I went to the roadhouse last night to watch Thompson and he had a cozy little meeting with Bud Palatka.”


“Palatka is a goddam fireball,” said Blaine. “How long has he been on the outside?”


“Not long,” said Farrell. “Let’s find out who his PO is and have a little chat with him.”


“For sure.” Blaine pointed at Lil giving her that task.


“Yep, I’ll do it.” Lil wrote it on her list.


 “Next is the funeral for Mrs. Churchill,” said Blaine. “We have to consider the possibility that Mr. Churchill was the intended hit—that’s if the shooter had the right condo—if that’s true, then it follows that the job is unfinished. If the shooter has to finish the job before he gets the final payment, he might try for Churchill when he’s out in the open, like at the funeral home or the cemetery.”


“Makes sense,” said Lane, “if he had the right condo in the first place and shot the wife by mistake.”


“This is so goddam iffy,” said Blaine, “it’s giving me the shakes.”


“Ask Misty,” said Fletch. “See if she knows.”


“Umm… I guess I could,” said Blaine. To: Lane and Pablo, “My girlfriend, Misty is a psychic and she feels things.” He pointed at his own chest. “I’m not a believer in any of that stuff but she has solved several cases for us. I only ask her when we’re stuck and keep it totally out of the media. I don’t want her in any kind of a spotlight. She’s too… vulnerable.”


“Who’s too vulnerable?” Misty floated into the room to put the kettle on for her morning tea. Her long flowing caftan swirled around her legs while long blonde curls covered part of her face. Tall and beautiful, she filled the room with her presence.


“You are, sweetheart. Come over here and meet Lane and Pablo. They’ve joined the Agency.”


Misty gave them a smile and rested a hand on Blaine’s neck. “Why were you talking about me?”


“The Churchill case has no leads and we’re not even sure the shooter had the right condo,” said Blaine. “Any thoughts?”


“Are you asking me to help?”


Blaine ginned. “Misty never volunteers anything. She waits until I ask her to help.”


“Then ask her,” said Farrell.


“I’d have to get closer to the subject,” she said.


“The funeral is at eleven,” said Farrell.


“I’ll get dressed after I have my tea.”


“We’ll leave at ten,” said Blaine. “We have to pick Cat up on the way.”


Misty floated back to the stove and poured hot water into her cup. “The Cat doesn’t like me.” She fished the teabag out with a spoon and tossed it out.


“Too fuckin bad,” said Blaine. “If I want you to go, you’re damn well going.”


Misty giggled. “I love it when you do your ganger thing.”


Blaine shook his head. “Go get ready.”


“What are we doing, boss?” asked Pablo and pointed a finger at himself and then at Lane.


“Fletch is with Farrell downtown, then they are with the Chief for an hour updating him. You two are with us at the funeral home, cemetery and at the reception afterwards. To Lil: “Do we know where the reception is for Mrs. Churchill?”


Lil raised a perfectly drawn eyebrow. “Didn’t your BFF tell you, boss? Catherine is hosting the reception.”


Blaine was on his feet hollering. “Godammit, Lil, why wouldn’t she tell me something as fuckin important as that? Jesus Christ, that woman drives me goddam fucking nuts.” He spun off a huge string of curses in Spanish and Pablo chuckled.


“If that draws the media and the shooter to the goddam Governor’s mansion we are in the high shits. Does Gene know what’s going down?”


“He must,” said Lil. “The poor guy copes with her every day.”


The short fuse blew. “Fuck me blind.” Blaine kicked a chair and knocked it over.


 


EWING woke at dawn and strode to the kitchen in search of coffee. He’d slept through the night and that hadn’t happened in years. After a few beers the night before he ended up pretty drunk. Not used to much alcohol. Every now and then he’d get some smuggled booze in prison, but it wasn’t a daily event. Not in his run anyway.


“Shit, you startled me, Ew.” Mattie, Ewing’s former live in, wearing only a short blue t-shirt and pink panties, jumped and dropped her glass in the sink.


Ewing eyed her bare legs and moved closer. “What the hell are you doing up?”


“I work at seven.”


Ewing wrapped two muscled up arms around her from behind and pushed her into the sink cabinet, his erection prodding her. “We’ve got time for a quickie,” he whispered into her hair.


“Don’t, Ew.” She jerked away from him, almost lost her balance and grabbed hold of the fridge handle to keep her on her feet. “I’m not screwing around with you. I’m with your brother now and we’re happy.”


“Don’t give me that faithful shit, Matts. I know all about you, remember?”


“I do remember and that’s how I know I’m way better off with Lou. He’s nice to me.”


“Come on, Mattie. I can be nice too.” He clamped a big hand around her wrist, pulled her close to him and covered her mouth with his.


Mattie shoved him away and hollered, “Don’t. Get away from me. This is not happening.”


“It is happening and it’s happening right now.” Ewing grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her down on the kitchen floor. He ripped off her underwear and was on top of her in seconds.


Mattie screamed, and Ewing slapped her hard across the face. “Shut the fuck up, bitch. You’re mine and I’m taking you back.”


“Get off her,” hollered Lou. He crossed the small kitchen in three strides and grabbed his brother by the hair. Lou tipped Ewing’s head back and smashed him in the face three times with his right fist before Ewing twisted away from him and jumped to his feet.


“Get out of my house,” hollered Lou. 


Mattie sobbed as Lou helped her up. “Go in the bathroom and lock the door, Matts. I want to talk to Ewing.”


Mattie scampered off and Lou shoved Ewing up against the counter. Blood gushed from his brother’s nose and he ignored it. “We are done. That was low, Ewing. Goddam low. Get out of my life and stay out.”


“I ain’t going.”


“Yes, you are.”


“I said no.” He gave Lou a brutal shove. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


“As if.”


Ewing flew at Lou, wrapped his arm around his brother’s neck in a choke hold and squeezed. “Give me a week. That’s all I need.” He threw Lou crashing onto the tile floor gasping for breath.


 


FARRELL parked his truck in the Starbuck’s lot. “We’ll walk from here, Fletch, and grab a coffee when we come back.”


“How many guys you got on your little underground info squad?”


“Building it up, one asshole at a time,” said Farrell. “To them, we’re nothing but cops, so it’s hard to get them on board. They don’t believe that there’s anything in it for them at first, and once you get them over that hurdle, it goes better.”


Fletcher followed Farrell down a narrow alleyway between a boarded up boxing gym and a tattoo parlour not yet open for business. Farrell stopped when they reached the dumpster and waved Fletch back behind him. “Hey, Kamps, how goes it?”


“Not worth a flying fuck, thanks.”


“What’s Bud Palatka talking about these days?”


“Heavy, man. Everybody’s waiting. That’s heavy shit and it’s gonna cost you huge.”


“How huge?”


“Two K.”


Farrell laughed. “You’re shitting me. Ain’t nothing worth that much, at least not to me. Boss will have to okay it.”


“He better be fuckin quick.”


“How quick?”


 Kamps took off running down the alley and he was gone.


“Shit,” said Farrell, “that was useless.”


They left the alley and walked down the block to Starbucks’. Inside Farrell bought coffee and two Danish and led the way to one of the little round tables.


“What could be that huge?” asked Fletch as he stirred sugar into his coffee.


“Damned if I know. I’ve never paid anybody over five Benjamin’s for info. Blacky will have to okay it.”


“Kamps said it better be quick. Something must be going down soon.”


Farrell took a bite of his Danish. “That’s the part that’s worrying me.”


 


AT TEN, Blaine, Misty, Lane and Pablo were in the foyer about to leave for the funeral home when Cat phoned.


“I’m on my way to get you, sweetie. I can’t ride in the truck with this suit I’m wearing. The skirt is too narrow.”


“Cat, why didn’t you tell me you were hosting the reception?”


“Didn’t I mention it?”


“You know damn well you didn’t.” Blaine didn’t mean to holler at her, but he did anyway. “This is a goddam murder investigation, Governor. I need to know everything. Every fuckin detail.”


“Don’t be mad at me today, honey. I’m already crying over Sienna.”


“Sorry. I know you’re sad.” He ended the call and said, “Cat’s playing the sympathy card and fuckin me over. Misty and I will have to go with her in the limo. You guys drive my truck in case we need a vehicle at any of the venues. Follow Special Agent Wyman. Gene will be behind the limo, then you guys.”


Lane smiled. “You trust us to drive the mean machine, boss?”


Blaine nodded. “I trust you’ll be extra careful.” He tossed the keys in the air and Pablo grabbed for them.


“Let’s go partner.”


 


FARRELL and Fletch bought coffee to go when they left Starbucks and included a large double double for Chief Calhoun along with his favorite raspberry turnover.


“You gonna call the boss and ask him about the two K for the snitch?”


Farrell checked the Rolex Annie had given him for his birthday and nodded. “I better call before he gets to the funeral home.”


Blacky answered on the first ring. “Talk to Kamps?”


“Yep, and he tried for a big score.”


“What did he tell you about Bud Palatka?”


“He said it was so huge it was worth two K. I had to check with you first, and that’s what I told him.”


“Shit. Two thousand bucks? We’ve never paid that much—to anybody.”


“I’m parking at DPS,” said Farrell, “want me to run it by the Chief?”


“Yeah, do that and call me back. We’re at the funeral home so I won’t answer you right away.”


“Did you talk to Gene?”


“Doing it now, before we go inside.”


“Be careful, bro.”


“I will.”


Farrell tapped twice on the Chief’s door and opened it.


“Tell me you have a lead, Farrell,” said the Chief. “The goddam media have been calling all morning. They’re all freaked out because the funeral is today, I guess.”


“Yeah, could be it,” said Farrell, “or it could be the weather.” He handed the Chief the turnover bag. “This might cheer you up.”


The Chief raised an eyebrow and looked in the bag. “Why does a raspberry turnover make me think y’all are going to give me shit news?”


Farrell told him about the meet with Kamps.


“Two thousand without a hint of what it’s about?”


“Uh huh.”


“And he said, ‘make it quick’ or something like that?”


 “Yep. What’s you’re take on it?”


“Ewing Thompson is a threat every second of the day that he’s free. I put him behind bars when he pulled his first round of credit union robberies. Strike one.”


“You did?” asked Farrell, “Jesus, Chief, don’t say that. What if he wants to get even with you as well as the DA?”


“They all want to get even, but very few follow through. You can’t let it bother you or you can’t do your job.”


“Just say’n,” said Farrell, “maybe we should take some precautions. When Blacky finds out, he won’t be happy.”


“Then don’t tell him,” said the Chief. “The kid’s load is way too heavy and he has way too many worries already.”


 


THE YOUNG-ELLIOTT FUNERAL HOME was one of the newest and most elegant in Austin. Perched on a hill in the Rollingwood area of the city, the stone façade was reminiscent of an ancient fortress.


The Governor’s driver, Special Agent Roderick, slowed the limo as he approached the porte cochere at the front entrance. Between leaving the Blackmore Agency and arriving at its destination, the limo had picked up a media convoy a quarter mile long. The fuckers joined in like clowns in a circus parade.


“Damn it, girls, the goddam media is gonna mob us when we get out.”


Cat smiled. “Tell them to fuck off, sweetie. You’re so good at it.”


“Amusing,” said Blaine. “Let’s get you two inside.”


Gene Wyman was on the job and staved off the onrush with a wave of his hand—long enough to allow Misty and Cat to mount the steps in their high heels and disappear through the heavy oak doors.


Blaine was another story. Reporters crowded in and shouted questions without letup.


“Do you have a suspect in custody?”


“Who shot Mrs. Churchill?”


“Is there a serial killer loose in the city?”


“Why is Governor Campbell attending the funeral?”


“Will the Governor be making a statement?”


Blaine held up a hand and waited until the noise died down. “I have people downtown working with Chief Calhoun,” said Blaine. “Something will break soon, and the minute it does, Mary will have something for y’all and I’ll give a short interview at DPS.”


“Sounds like you’re blowing smoke, Ranger B. Not like you at all.”


He turned his back and went inside.


Blaine squeezed into the pew beside Cat and Misty and sat through the lengthy service with a feeling of unease. Something was wrong with the energy. Misty was rubbing off on him and he didn’t like it one bit. He was a goddam scientist and he followed the evidence, not invisible vibes swirling around his head like a swarm of gnats.


Catherine was last to speak, and Blaine stepped into the aisle, waited for the Governor to stand, then took her arm and led her to the lectern. She whispered a thank you, then unfolded her notes.


“I stand before you today, not as the Governor of Texas, but as the broken-hearted friend of Sienna Churchill.” She dabbed at her eyes and went on with her memories of their friendship throughout the years.


After a final hymn and the last prayer, the service ended, and the congregation exited the building.


Lane and Pablo were stationed one at the front entrance, and one at the back of the building and Blaine collected them as soon as the Governor and Misty were safely in the limo, and Mr. Churchill was in the funeral car.


“Nothing happened, boss,” said Lane, “except for the media roaming around trying to get shots of the building from different angles.”


“Annoying,” said Blaine. “Okay, let’s move on to the cemetery. Churchill will be standing outside, so trees, any overlook can be a threat.”


“Yep, we’ll go ahead,” said Pablo. “We have the address.”


 


THICK, DARK CLOUDS hung ominously over Oak Park Cemetery and a sprinkling of drizzle began to fall as Blaine exited the limo and held out his hand for Misty, and then for Cat to step out of the vehicle.


The black town car transporting Bartley Churchill was parked on the narrow cemetery road close to the freshly dug grave.


Misty had expressed a wish to stand close to both Bartley and his deceased wife at the same time to experience any energy, visions or feelings headed her way.


Cat had raised a doubting eyebrow in the limo listening to Misty whisper what she needed to do, but the Governor held her tongue. An almost impossible chore for her, but she had managed. Criticizing Misty and pointing out how wrong she was for Blaine, was one of Cat’s favorite pastimes.


Gene and his crew of State security people were on gate duty keeping all media personnel out of the cemetery and away from the Governor. One small blessing.


Blaine did a three sixty locating Pablo and Lane, hoping they’d had time to sweep the whole cemetery, an impossibility once he realized the acreage involved. In the time they’d had, possibly they’d cleared the grounds surrounding the burial plot, before the arrival of the hearse. 


He pulled his Beretta out of the harness inside his suit jacket and shoved it into his waistband. Cat noticed and mentioned it. “Just a precaution.”


“Don’t even hint something is going to happen here at the cemetery.”


“I won’t.” He hooked one arm though each of the women and escorted them to join the crowd assembled at Sienna’s grave.


Bartley Churchill stood next to the minister at the edge of the grave, his hands clasped in front of him and his head bowed.


After the short interment service, the minister invited the bereaved to select a flower from one of the plethora of bouquets surrounding the grave and toss it on the coffin with their prayers.


Cat took Bartley’s arm and moved him forward. She chose a white rose for each of them and they moved close enough to the edge of Sienna’s grave to toss their flowers.


With Blaine holding her arm, Misty stayed close behind Bartley Churchill. She bent down, picked up a flower and intending to toss it in, for any who happened to be watching, she feigned a misstep, caught herself with Blaine’s help, and bent low enough to brush her hand along the coffin.


Blaine heard the tiny mewling sound escape from her lips as her fingers made contact with the wood, but he was sure no one else did. He pulled her up, held her close with an arm snugly around her slim waist and whisked her away from the gravesite.


“Let’s get you back in the limo, sweetheart. I don’t want you standing out in the open anywhere near Mr. Churchill.”


Blaine walked her to the waiting limo and Agent Roderick opened the back door. “I’ll go back and get Cat.”


Misty beckoned him closer and whispered. “She caught him cheating and she was extremely angry.”


“Oh,” said Blaine. “Cat said they had no problems.”


“Wrong. There was a big problem.”


“I’ll be right back, sweetheart.”


Rain pelted down in earnest by the time Blaine wrenched Cat away from Bartley Churchill’s side and encouraged her to get out of the weather and back to the safety of the Governor’s mansion.


“He wouldn’t leave her grave,” she said. He seems so defeated and convinced it was all his fault,” she said.


“It could have been,” said Blaine. “Time will tell.”


“What do you mean by that? Do you know something you haven’t told me?”


“No, I don’t, Cat. I’m only making conversation and speculating.”


“Well don’t do it today. I don’t want to hear it.”


Blaine’s cell rang, and he was saved for the moment. He listened to Jack. “Where are you?”


“Mr. Thompson is cruising by his old address. According to his jacket, he lived in a four-plex on this street before his last conviction.”


“The money was never recovered from the armored truck robbery, but that place has been searched. I’m sure of it.”


“Maybe he just wanted to look at the building for old times’ sake,” said Jack.


“Uh huh. I bet. Don’t lose him.”


 


COLORADO STREET was solidly lined with media vehicles parked on both sides as the funeral procession made its way to the reception at the Governor’s Mansion.


Farrell and Fletcher had come from downtown and were already waiting in the truck for the others to arrive from the cemetery.


“Is this gonna be sad?” asked Fletch. “Like a lot of women crying and shit like that?”


Farrell shrugged. “No clue, buddy. If it is, just drink more beer.”


“Hell, yeah,” said Fletcher and was immediately cheered by the prospect of free beer.


“Here they come,” said Farrell. “Let’s check the trees for snipers, just in case.”


“Do you think someone would try something when there’s like a hundred people here?”


“Lot of cons have a screw loose. They do what they gotta do. Don’t matter if the Pope or George Strait is watching them.”


The limo pulled up to the front door and stopped to let the Governor and her guests out. Blaine and Misty followed her from the car to the front entrance.


“There’s the boss,” said Fletch. “Should we go catch up?”


“We ain’t dressed for it. Maybe we’ll take the outside for now and catch the food when some of the crowd dies down.”


Next came Special Agent Wyman and his team, followed by the funeral car carrying Bartley Churchill. Behind the town car was Blacky’s truck driven by Pablo.


“Fuck that,” said Farrell. “Blacky let Pablo drive his truck.”


“Is that bad?”


“I’d say so. Doesn’t let anybody touch it. Only me.”


 


IN THE MAIN ballroom, the staff had outdone themselves and laid out an elaborate buffet for all the Governor’s guests. Long tables covered in floor-length linen cloths and accented with antique candelabra and fresh flowers were laden with beautifully garnished dishes, both cold and right out of the oven, sure to please even the most discerning diner.


The architecture of the mansion never ceased to impress Blaine and he spent a moment gazing up at the breathtaking chandelier. Once he noticed the bar set up in the corner of the great room, the chandelier failed to hold his attention. He headed to the bar along with an increasing number of men in designer suits.


Bartley Churchill strode across the room, making a beeline for a libation and coming away with a glass of Texas bourbon on the rocks. Blaine followed close behind Mr. Churchill with Misty on his arm while Cat scurried off to speak to her staff and take charge of her hosting duties.


At the cemetery, Misty had felt a vibe when she touched the coffin, but she hadn’t been afforded the opportunity to explain it in detail.


They squeezed in closer to the bar, so Misty could brush against Bartley Churchill and pick up any positive or negative vibrations he was sending into the universe.


Blaine accepted a Corona and a glass of red wine from the bartender, then steered Misty to a quiet corner of the room.


“Anything, sweetheart?”


“She’s here,” Misty leaned close to Blaine and whispered.


“Who?”


“The woman Sienna Churchill was furious with.”


Blaine wondered how in hell Misty could know this tidbit of information, but he glanced around the cavernous room anyway. He didn’t see anyone he recognized except the Lieutenant Governor, Templeton Stokes. “Can you tell who the woman is?”


“Maybe,” said Misty. “Let’s circulate.”


“I feel weird doing this,” said Blaine.


“Strut your stuff, super cop. Show them what you’ve got.” Misty giggled.


“That made me feel more confident.”


They walked casually around the room, nodding to people who recognized Blaine and acknowledged him only out of politeness. They skirted around knots of guests chatting, eating, drinking and commiserating together.


Governor Campbell was holding court in the far corner of the room near the grand piano, a large glass of wine in her hand. A dozen perfectly groomed men were availing themselves of the opportunity to lobby for what they wanted or thought they needed from the great state of Texas.


Bartley Churchill crossed the room with a fresh drink in his hand and joined the group clustered around the Governor.


Misty whispered to Blaine, “See that couple sitting over there on the loveseat?”


“Uh huh. I see them.”


“The woman hasn’t taken her eyes off Mr. Churchill.”


“Can you pick up more if we move closer?”


“I can try,” said Misty. “You introduce yourself, so we can shake hands with them. I’ll do better if I can touch her.”


Blaine grinned. “Not something I’ve ever done—walk up and introduce myself to a stranger—but I’ll do it for you. Hope I don’t sound like an asshole.”


Misty giggled. “You are never an asshole, my darling. I love you greatly.”


Blaine took Misty’s hand and they strode with purpose towards the couple on the loveseat. Without hesitation, Blaine dove in. “Hi, you both look familiar. I’m Blaine Blackmore, and you are?”


The man jumped to his feet and extended his hand. “I’m Ward Ingram, and this is Celia Stone.”


“Nice to meet you both.” Blaine shook hands with Ward and Misty did the same with Celia.


“I’m Misty,” she said quietly and withdrew her hand quickly from Celia’s. To Blaine: “I feel like a coffee. Let’s go see if it’s ready.”


“Let’s do that,” said Blaine.


They strolled back to the buffet table leaving Ward and Celia staring after them. Blaine took up a position next to the coffee service and Misty eyed the generous offering of desserts.


“Was there anything?” asked Blaine as he filled a cup from the silver pot. He picked up the matching silver cream pitcher and wondered about its age.


“That’s her,” said Misty. “Only a quick flash while I held her hand, but she yelled at Mr. Churchill.”


“Any actual words?”


I’m such a non-believer, but I’m trying.


“She told him she was tired of waiting for him to divorce his wife.”


“Did Churchill say anything back?”


“I don’t know.”


“Could you see where they were?”


“Mmm… not much to go on. A glance out the window behind him. If I guessed, I’d say near Lady Bird Lake.”


“Interesting. Great information, sweetheart. We have their names and they sound vaguely familiar. I’ll check and see if they live in the same condo building. The boys might have interviewed them already. Obviously, they’re friends of the Churchills or they wouldn’t be here.”


“Cat might know how friendly they were with the Churchills,” said Misty. “Let’s ask her.”


Blaine turned towards the far corner of the room where the piano was situated and scoped out the large crowd still besieging the Governor. He decided against disturbing her. “Too many people over there. I’ll call her tonight.”


 


BLAINE and Farrell sat in the kitchen and had a beer after the boys went home for the day. Carm buzzed around in the prep area making dinner and Misty went upstairs to change her clothes and rest.


“What are we gonna do about the two thou that Kamps wants, bro?” asked Farrell.


“If it’s gonna save lives,” said Blaine, “I don’t mind coughing it up, but it would piss me off if we handed it over and got useless information in return.”


“I’m thinking the same thing,” said Farrell. “How far can you trust a lowlife like Kamps?”


 “On the other hand, with Palatka in the mix you’ve gotta wonder what the hell will be blazing in the next twenty-four?”


“What’s Ewing Thompson’s agenda?” asked Farrell. “Who does he hate the most?”


“Kamps told you the first time you met, that Ewing hated Austin—that could be anything, anyone in the whole city—and today he told you it was gonna be big.”


“Okay, he hates Austin and he’s gonna show us how much,” said Farrell. “And it’s got something to do with Bud Palatka who walks around with a barbeque lighter in his pocket. What are they gonna do to show us?”


“Add that information to the list of stuff he bought at Home Depot on the way home from Huntsville and it spells trouble. B-o-m-b.”


“How can we stop him?”


“Only one way,” said Blaine. “Arrest him and lock him up.”


“Or…”


“That’s the alternative.”


 


LOU WAS PISSED at Ewing and wouldn’t give him a ride to the T n T. Not that he cared, but Ewing knew he was being watched and needed to get to the roadhouse to shake the tail. He had plans for the evening and they didn’t include cops on his ass.


The cab didn’t take more than ten minutes to arrive and it was more relaxing than riding with Lou and listening to him rave on about staying away from Mattie. Why should he? Mattie was his and just because she jumped ship when he was in the slam for five years it didn’t change anything. Lou had something that didn’t belong to him and Ewing was taking her back. First chance he got.


Right now, he was too fuckin busy to be worrying about sex or taking back his woman. He’d worry about it after the job was done. He pulled out the burner cell and called Palatka from the back seat of the cab.


“You at the roadhouse yet?”


“Waiting for you. Why didn’t you come with Lou?”


“Wouldn’t bring me.”


“You piss him off?”


“Uh huh.”


“Hurry up.”


What a sicko. That guy can’t wait to light a match.


 


BLAINE CALLED Jack before going upstairs to bed. “Who’s on Thompson tonight?”


“Rick and Andy.”


“Okay, thanks.”


“Something happening?”


“Maybe. I don’t know for sure. I want them to be extra careful.”


“I’ll call them right now.”


“Thanks.” He ended the call and tried Cat.


“Hey, sweetie, just thinking about you.”


“Good or bad?”


“Always good.”


“Lie.”


“The day went well, at least my part of it,” she said. “Everyone thanked me for helping Bart, and I had a lot of compliments on the buffet.” She lowered her voice and asked, “Did Misty pull anything from the galaxy?”


“Don’t make fun of her, Cat. She has a gift we don’t have, and she tries to help me.”


“I’m not much of a believer in the occult.”


“Me neither, but this is what she got. Mrs. Churchill was angry because her husband was cheating on her.”


“Don’t believe it.”


“You don’t have to, just listen.”


“Okay, sorry. Go on.”


“Mrs. Churchill was mad because she found out about the other woman...”


“And of course, Misty knows who this mysterious mistress was, doesn’t she?”


“She says its Celia Stone.”


“Bullshit.”


“How well do you know Ms. Stone?”


“I’ve had dinner at Sienna’s a few times when Celia’s been there with Ward. They live together and seem happy.”


“I looked into it and they live in the same building—next door, in fact according to Farrell’s notes. On the second interviews, Farrell had some iffy vibes from Ward and Lil researched him. He’s in financial trouble.”


“I’ll believe that because it’s documented, but I don’t believe Bart was having an affair with Celia. He’s not that type of man.”


 


BUD SHONE a penlight on the lock while Ewing picked it. They opened the back door without a sound and were inside in seconds.


“This way,” Ewing whispered and opened the door to a flight of stairs. He shone a light ahead of them as they ran down a narrow set of stairs leading to the basement. At the bottom of the stairs, Ewing turned right and opened a wooden door into a storage room behind the furnace. “Help me with this.” He took one end of a pile of old two by fours and waited for Bud to grab hold of the other end. “Move it out about two feet.”


With the lumber away from the wall, Ewing dropped to his knees and pried a rusty drain cover off with a screwdriver. The drain released a stench of rot that almost gagged him, but he persevered. He lay flat on his belly and stuck his arm down the narrow opening until he felt the hook at the end of the chain. He pulled the chain up high enough that he could stand up, then hand over hand, pulled up the stainless steel cylinder that the chain was attached to.


Bud nodded as he held the light. “Smart idea. Never would have thought of it.”


“Go do your thing and meet me outside.”


Bud grinned and headed up the stairs.


 


BLAINE’S cell rang, and Misty sat bolt upright beside him.


“What’s happening?” she asked.


Blaine groped in the dark on the nightstand, found the phone and checked the screen. “It’s Rick,” he said. “Go back to sleep, Mist.” To Rick: “Yeah, what’s up?”


“We lost him at the roadhouse.”


“How, for crissake?” Blaine twisted around, and his bare feet hit the cold floor. “How could you lose him?”  


Silence.


“He knew you were on him and he wanted you lose you. He’s doing something. Goddammit, Rick.”


“We’ve got the scanner on, boss. We’ll pick him up right away.”


“People will be dead by then. The question is, how many?”


Jesus Christ I might as well get dressed.


 





 




CHAPTER SIX


Wednesday. March 11th.


 


BLAINE didn’t realize he’d lain his head down until his phone woke him again. It was still in his hand. “Lieutenant Lopez. Que pasa?”


“Arson. Four dead. A dozen homeless.”


“Tell me why it belongs to me?”


I’m so tired, I can’t fuckin think.


“It’s the work of Bud Palatka and Farrell had called the arson squad and put a watch on him.”


“How do you know it was Bud?”


“Dead at the back door. Small caliber in his brain.”


“It’s that fucking Ewing Thompson.”


“Tell me you didn’t say those words.”


“I better wake Calhoun up.”


“Will I see you shortly?”


“I’ll bring coffee.”


“You the man, Blacky.”


Blaine dressed in the clothes he’d tossed on a chair, then woke Farrell. Downstairs in the kitchen, he brewed a pot of coffee while he waited for his foster brother to wake up enough to pull some clothes on. Neither one of them had a chance for enough sleep.


He checked his watch and it was ten after four. He grit his teeth and pressed the Chief’s contact number. On the fourth ring, Calhoun woke up and answered.


“Am I gonna like this?”


“No sir. Thompson just torched his former address.”


“How many dead?”


“Four, including Bud Palatka.”


“The asshole had Palatka handle the torch then he killed him.”


“You nailed it.”


“I’ll be up at six. Call me then with what you’ve got.”


 


FARRELL CLUMPED down the stairs in his cowboy boots, an unlit cigarette between his lips and a sleepy scowl on his face. “Goddam junkers. I’m so pissed at them right now, I might take a swing at the four of them.”


“Fix a coffee in one of the travelers and let’s go. It’s done, and we can’t change it.”


“We can’t change it, but we can damn well let them know it was their fuckin fault.”


“I’m sure they feel bad enough. They’re out there searching for Thompson right now. Rick and Andy haven’t slept.”


“Hope the fuckers never sleep again.” Farrell fixed his coffee, raided the Sub-Zero and left the kitchen with a slice of pecan pie in his hand.


“Phone Mary and have her meet us there,” said Blaine as he backed out the gate onto the street.


“Soon as I finish my pie.” Farrell shoved the last bite into his mouth and pulled his cell out of his pocket. “She’s a light sleeper,” he said as he waited for her to answer.


“Something wrong, honey?” she sounded sleepy.


“So fuckin wrong you couldn’t believe it. Blacky wants you to meet us at this address. Bring what’s his name.”


“A photographer?”


“Uh huh. We’ll be there in ten.”


“I’ll call Raj and tell him to hurry.”


Farrell spoke to Blacky across the console. “We should get an APB out on Thompson. The guy’s a fuckin maniac.”


“Did it while I was waiting for you to get dressed.”


“Think it will do any good?”


“I’d bet against it. He’s smart and he’s been dodging the cops for a lot of years.”


“He got caught a couple times.” Farrell lit up a smoke. “When I see him, he won’t be drawing breath long.”


 


THE STREET was barricaded at both ends and the uniforms had to move sawhorses for Blaine to drive through. Media vans were clustered close to the barricades and reporters on foot shouted questions at the truck. Blaine kept the windows up, so he couldn’t hear them.


Fire trucks owned the middle of the block and Blaine parked well back of the closest one. He could feel the heat inside the truck.


“Feel that?” asked Farrell. “A fuckin inferno.”


The fourplex was gone. A couple of half walls stood for the moment and firefighters continued to pour gallons of water on them, but it was inevitable.


The victims had been moved to the front lawn of a rooming house two properties away. The Medical Examiner and two assistants were kneeling on the grass near the bodies.


“Run back and wait for Mary at the corner, bro. They won’t let her in.”


Holding tight to his coffee, Farrell nodded. “She should be here soon.”


Residents who’d been awakened by the sirens and the noise and activity on their street lined the opposite sidewalk watching the firemen and police personnel doing their jobs. They pushed and shoved each other trying for better spots to make videos on their fuckin phones.


Blaine joined Doctor Simon, the medical examiner, and had a quick look at the corpses as they were being bundled into the body bags.


Innocents. People asleep in their beds. Deaths of innocents bothered him the most.


Farrell returned from the corner with Mary Polito and Raj Singh, the photographer on staff she used most often. Raj was a polite guy and appreciated getting the inside track on newsworthy shots whenever Blaine sent them his way.


“Thanks for the wake-up, Blaine,” said Mary. “We appreciate it.”


Raj shook Blaine’s hand, thanked him for the exclusive, then began getting shots of the blaze.


“Let’s talk in the truck, Mary,” said Blaine. “Easier for you to take notes if you’re sitting down.”


 


JESSE was at breakfast with his brothers in the dining room at Quantrall when he got Blacky’s call. Charity pointed at the cell phone, something she did without fail every time it rang, and Jesse smiled at her every single time. He couldn’t help it.


“Yeah, Blacky.”


“Thompson’s running wild and I can’t interview Ward Ingram and Celia Stone this morning like I wanted to.” He filled Jesse in on what Misty thought. “Maybe you can shake something loose.”


“Do they know I’m coming?”


“They think I’m coming at ten, so they’ll be semi-prepared if they’re covering something up.”


“Does Mr. Ingram know about the affair?”


“Not that I’m aware of,” said Blaine. “You handle it however you want to.”


“Yeah, okay. I’ve got a couple hours to think about it.”


“Call me when you’re finished, and we’ll meet somewhere and run through everything.”


 


BACK at the Agency, exhausted and reeking of smoke, Blaine and Farrell grabbed a bite of breakfast while they waited for the crew to arrive for work. Lane, Pablo and Fletcher arrived at eight sharp and Farrell updated them while Blaine made calls.


“Chief, I need a warrant for Lou Thompson’s house. I’m gonna come down hard on the brother and try to make him give something up.”


“Yep, I’ll have Ranger Ruskin find a judge and pick it up for you.”


“Thanks Chief. Did the morgue get the fire victims?”


“Just arrived. They’ll have to wait in line.”


“That’s okay,” said Blaine. “I’m sending Jesse to interview the Churchill’s neighbors. See what he can find out.”


“Will I see him later?”


“I told him to call when he finished, and we’d get together.”


“Yep, we need to see where we are on both cases.”


Next, Blaine touched base with Travis. “All calm at the DA’s office?”


“Absolutely,” said Travis, “I think Mr. Leighton is beginning to think he was worrying for nothing.”


Blaine filled him in on what happened overnight. “Thompson is out there and until he’s behind bars again, the threat is real.”


“I’ll tell the DA. Call me later. I hate not being with the team.”


Blaine ended the call and waved an arm towards the door. “Let’s get started. Two vehicles. Fletch and Farrell go straight to Lou Thompson’s house. I’ll take Lane and Pablo, pick up the warrant and meet y’all there.”


 


FARRELL parked in Lou Thompson’s driveway. He’d passed one of the junkers down the block on surveillance, so brother Ewing was definitely not here. He knocked on the front door and waited. “Lou plays late every night at the T n T, so he probably doesn’t get up until noon,” said Farrell to Fletcher.


He knocked again and a dark-haired girl in a short housecoat opened the door. She stood and stared, not very wide awake.


“I need to speak to Lou Thompson,” said Farrell holding his creds in front of her face.


“He’s asleep.”


“We need to come in and wake him up.” Farrell pointed inside, and the girl backed up a little.


“Why, what happened?”


“Wake him up and tell him his brother killed four people overnight and I need to ask him some questions.”


The girl shook her head. “Ewing wouldn’t do that. He’s not like he was.”


“And you know that how?”


“I used to be his girlfriend a long time ago.”


“What’s your name, Miss?” asked Farrell.


“Mattie Larch.”


“Well, Miss Mattie, we’re coming in to talk to Lou. Appreciate it if you’d get him out of bed.”


“What if I don’t want you to come in?”


“Then you both can answer questions at headquarters. Your choice. Either we come in or we take you to DPS for an interview.”


“Shit. Wait in the living room. I’ll wake Lou up.”


“Thanks.” Farrell and Fletcher sat in the small living room and waited. The room was simply furnished in neutral tones but surprisingly neat and clean.


A few minutes ticked by before a groggy looking Lou Thompson shuffled into the living room wearing only a pair of faded, torn jeans. He slumped down in a recliner and blew out a breath. “Okay, what did my brother do?”


“He set fire to his former residence and four people are dead. He also left a dozen people homeless.”


“Why in hell would he do that? Doesn’t make sense.”


“When was the last time you saw Ewing?”


“Last night. He came to the roadhouse. I was on the stage, so I didn’t talk to him. Just saw him with another guy, then they were gone.”


“Was he with Bud Palatka?”


Lou shrugged. “I don’t know who that is.”


“Friend of Ewing’s. An arsonist on probation. He set the fire for your brother and Ewing killed him for his trouble.”


Lou shook his head. “That ain’t fuckin true. Ew ain’t a murderer.”


Farrell smiled. “Course he is. One of the worst. Kills random innocents. Anybody gets in his way. Bang. You’re dead”


“Shut up.” Lou pointed an angry finger.


There was a knock on the door, then it opened wide, and Blaine walked in holding up the warrant. “Lou Thompson, we have a warrant to search your premises for anything relating to your brother, Ewing Thompson. I’d appreciate it if you’d let my team do their job and we’ll be out of here as soon as possible.”


Lou was on his feet hollering, “Y’all can’t walk in here and tear my house apart. Ew was only here a couple days. This is my house and Mattie’s. You won’t find a bloody thing here that belongs to my brother.”


 


EWING stepped out of the shower and ordered breakfast from room service. He checked the time on the new burner phone he’d bought, and he had an hour before his appointment. “Hope they don’t take all fuckin day with the food. I’ve got shit to do.”


 


JESSE KNOCKED on the door of Ward Ingram’s condo five minutes early and Ward opened the door immediately.


Ward stared at Jesse for a minute, then said, “I was expecting Ranger Blackmore.”


Jesse stuck out his hand. “I’m Ranger Quantrall. Ranger Blackmore is detained on another case and asked me to fill in. I’m his partner.”


“Come in,” said Ward. He ushered Jesse into an open living area furnished in chrome, glass and white leather. The floor to ceiling windows were curtainless and sunlight flooded the room. “Please have a seat. Celia has a pot of coffee on.”


“Coffee would be fantastic,” said Jesse. He sat on the loveseat with his back to the bright sunlight.


Ward sat down in a red wing chair, the only color in the room, and waited for Jesse to begin the conversation.


“How long have y’all lived next door to the Churchills?”


“We bought our condo before they did. They moved in about a month later, and that was three years ago. Time flies.”


“Sure does,” said Celia as she set the tray down on the low glass table. “Help yourself, Ranger Quantrall.”


“Thanks.” Jesse filled a cup and added a splash of cream.


Celia sat down on the sofa and asked in a pleasant voice. “This is our third interview, Ranger Quantrall. Is that normal?”


“Uh huh, usual for a person of interest in a murder investigation.”


“Why is Ward a person of interest?” Celia asked.


Jesse smiled. “Actually, you are the person of interest, Ms. Stone. Perhaps we should speak privately.”


Celia’s eyes flashed fear for a nanosecond and it took her a moment to recover.


 “That won’t be necessary, Ranger.” Ward reached over and patted Celia’s leg. “Celia and I have no secrets.”


I’m going for it.


“Then you knew about her affair with Bartley Churchill?”


Ward didn’t even flinch. “What? That’s absurd,” he turned his head and stared but managed to keep his voice even. “Celia didn’t even like Bart that well. Did you, honey?”


“Friends only. I was closer to Sienna.” She managed a sniffle and crossed the room for a tissue.


These two are slick.


Jesse finished his coffee and thanked them. “Appreciate you both talking to me.”


“Are we finished now with the police?” asked Ward. “This has been a trying time for us and we’d like to put it behind us.”


“We’ll try to wrap things up as quickly as possible,” said Jesse.


He took the elevator down to the lobby and sat in his Range Rover to make the call. “All set in Ingram’s condo, Blacky. We should be in for some interesting conversation.”


“Thanks, Jesse. I’ll put a couple of the boys on it tonight.”


 


THE SEARCH of Lou Thompson’s house proved fruitless. Nothing turned up giving a single clue to where Ewing had gone off to, and if Lou knew, he wasn’t saying. Mattie cried throughout the whole process watching the house she kept so neat and clean being turned upside down.


Blaine searched in particular for the items Ewing had purchased at Home Depot on his way home from Huntsville, but there was no sign of any of it. No new padlock on anything, either. Nothing in the back shed but the lawnmower and Lou’s tools. Nothing.


 


ON THE WAY back to the agency, Farrell stopped to grab an evening paper from the box on the corner. He jumped back into the truck and tossed the paper across the console. “There he is on the front page, Fletch. We’ll get thousands of phone calls and none of them will be worth the time it takes to answer.”


“Maybe the junkers have picked up his trail,” said Fletch.


Farrell shook his head. “Don’t think so. They would’ve called the boss.”


“We working tonight?”


“I am,” said Farrell. “I’ve been trying to reach Kamps all day to set something up, but he must be out there busting his butt selling drugs to twelve-year-olds.”


“Got any other good informants?” asked Fletch.


“One hooker that’s given me a few good tips. She’s a user and always needs cash for her habit.”


“Maybe she knows something.”


“Might be worth a shot,” said Farrell. “I’ll see if I can find her tonight.”


“What’s her name?”


“Taffy. Don’t know her last name.”


 


BLAINE FOLLOWED Farrell’s red truck through the gate and they went in the house for a beer to recap the day and chew over both cases. Blaine believed in talking things through with all the boys. A lot of good suggestions had come from it in the past. He was standing in front of the Sub-Zero when the Governor called.


“Cat, is there a problem?”


“Bart called, and he’s upset.”


“Why? We haven’t hassled him today. Pursuing other avenues.”


“I guess one of the ‘other avenues’ cried on his shoulder. He’s asking that the police stop questioning Celia Stone.”


Blaine chuckled. “Not gonna happen, Cat. She’s the other woman and our best lead.”


“There is no other woman, sweetie. I told you that.”


“Jesse did the interview this morning and he got a different impression.”


“He did?” asked Cat. “I trust his judgement. He’s a fine man.”


“You trust his judgement more than mine, I take it?”


“I didn’t mean it that way.”


Blaine’s voice had an edge that could cut diamonds. “You did.” He pressed end and grabbed for a Corona.


He chugged half down and stepped out of the way, so Farrell could reach cans of Lone Star for the boys. “Have a scrap with your BFF?”


“Don’t fuckin call her that.” Blaine stomped to the table. “And bring me another Corona.”


Carm called to him from the center island where she was peeling vegetables for dinner, “Quieres lima?”


He shook his head and waved the boys to the table. “Let’s get started.”


 


EWING ate dinner alone in his suite. Best food he’d had in years. He placed the tray in the hallway when he was finished and went back inside to work on his project. When everything was ready and packed neatly into two genuine leather briefcases he smiled, pleased with himself, then retreated to the bedroom to sleep until it was time.


 


WITH TRAVIS tied up guarding the DA, Jesse and Fletcher were the next team up for surveillance. Jesse was familiar with the equipment and the dark green camper perched on the back of a matching Ford pickup belonged to him. He generously left the unit parked at the agency for Blacky to use any time he needed to.


Fletcher also possessed electronic smarts and had worked with Travis before on several cases.


Jesse parked in the visitor’s lot at Congress Condos. He chose a spot farthest from the front entrance of the building and under cover of a couple of tall oaks.


“Ingram’s condo is on the twenty-fourth floor,” said Fletch. “Think we’ll be able to hear?”


“Oh, yeah. I think so. Hope they give us a confession.”


Fletcher laughed. “That would make the boss happy.”


Jesse smiled.


 


AFTER FARRELL left the house for one of his clandestine rendezvous in a lesser area of Austin, Blaine hunkered down in his office to see if he could find any property near Lady Bird Lake connected to Bartley Churchill. Just a guess on Misty’s part, but she was seldom wrong.


Twenty minutes of probing gave him an address. Bart, the cheater, had bought an end unit in a townhouse complex the previous October, probably shortly after the affair started to sizzle.


I’ll talk to him tomorrow and see if he admits it.


 


THURSDAY NIGHT was huge in the dance club area of the city. The crowd was young, vibrant and full of life. A lot of them were also full of alcohol and drugs. But they all had one thing in mind—they were all looking for a good time.


Kamps would follow the crowd and push his product until he was cleaned out, then he’d crawl back under his rock until the next night.


All I have to do is find him.


Farrell was dressed in his day to day clothes, torn jeans and a t-shirt, with a denim jacket over top to cover the harness. Cowboy boots and hat completed the look or non-look. Most of the young crowd in the city flaunted a more preppy look and Farrell didn’t blend in well.


For two hours, he walked the street searching club after club until his ears hurt from music he wasn’t fond of, and his feet hurt from too much slapping leather against concrete. His mood had darkened and thoughts of giving up were creeping into his head as he caught a glimpse of Kamps standing in an alleyway between buildings.


Dealing to a customer Kamps looked up, always searching the night for narcs, saw it was Farrell and gave a slight nod of his head.


Farrell waited. Gave Kamps space until he finished his business, then joined him in the alley as soon as Kamp’s customer disappeared into the club next door. “Buy you a beer?”


Kamps shrugged. “Guess I could take a break.”


Farrell stuck his head in the doorway of a couple of places before he saw a bar they could even get close to. “Let’s try this one.” He bought the beer and steered Kamps to a table in the corner. The tables were no bigger around than a manhole cover and none of the empty ones had been cleared or wiped off. Farrell shoved the empty glasses out of the way and set the beer down.


“I ain’t heard nothing new, if that’s what you’re after. Nobody’s saying shit about Thompson because they don’t want to be fuckin dead. That’s why.”


“How’s he gonna know what the peeps are saying?”


Kamps’ eyes narrowed. “The fucker will know. That’s how.”


“Why did he leave Lou’s place?” asked Farrell.


“How should I know if it was a fight over pussy? Don’t ask me nothing.”


“Okay, I won’t.” Farrell took a long pull on his beer. “Where’s he at now?”


Kamps held up a hand. “You trying your best to demise me?”


“Nope. Gotta find him and kill the fucker, so you’ll be safe.” Farrell took an envelope out of his pocket and laid it on the table.


“Yeah? You gonna cap him?”


“First chance I get.”


“Found his stash and moving up,” said Kamps. “Always a fan of high living.”


“Want another beer?” asked Farrell.


“Nope. I want to get paid. Y’all wouldn’t go for the two K and look what that cost y’all. Poor stupid Palatka. Asshole trusted him.”


“You knew the plan?”


“I ain’t stupid.”


“What’s coming next?”


Kamps shrugged. “You ain’t got enough cash to find out. Never will have. I’m outta here.” He picked up his envelope and beat it.


 


JESSE flicked the switch and put the audio on speaker when Ward Ingram began yelling at Celia.


“When were you going to get around to telling me you were leaving?”


“Soon, Ward. As soon as possible. Another day with you filled with creditors calling and all our money going to the horses is one day too long. I’m not living like this anymore. You won’t go get help for your gambling, so I’m helping myself to a better life.”


“And that old fart Bart is gonna give you the life you want?”


“He sure is. He promised to divorce Sienna and we’d enjoy retirement and travel around the world together.”


“How convenient for you that Sienna was murdered.”


“It is convenient to have her out of the way, but I had nothing to do with it, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking all right.”


“Well, think again, Ward. How would I get money to hire a hitter? They say she was killed by a pro.”


“Get out, Celia. Pack your stuff and get out of my condo.”


“I’ll go when I’m ready.”


“No, you’re going now. If you don’t leave, I’ll throw you into the hallway and lock you out.”


“You’ll be sorry, Ward. Sorrier than you thought possible.”


 


EWING glanced at his image in the mirror as he left his room at the Hilton. Tall and blond now with his hair cut and styled medium length, and his spray-on tan giving him an outdoorsy glow, he looked like a California surfer and not a pasty-faced ex con. He tucked his aluminum toolkit under his arm and patted his blue uniform. The utility belt was heavy but gave him access to everything he needed. The Glock was there—just in case.


His wait in the taxi line at the front of the hotel was short, and he was on his way downtown in no time flat. Two quick stops, using separate cabs, then time to let go of the stress and relax.


Nothing like a walk in the park.


 


BLAINE was exhausted as he crawled into bed beside Misty’s warm body. With no energy for sex, he laid his head on the pillow and was out cold in seconds.






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Thursday, March 12th.


 


THE SKY LIT UP at exactly four a.m. in two downtown locations and the city woke up terrified. All available fire trucks, police units and ambulances were pressed into service from all areas of the city and surrounding counties, and not many uniforms were left minding the shop.


Ewing smiled as he rolled into the parking lot behind the downtown precinct house of Austin PD. He showed his ID to the duty sergeant who needed to talk at length about the terrorism that had just ripped apart the bus terminal and the train station.


“I’d be there right now,” said Ewing, “but my loot gave me this shit assignment in the evidence locker.”


The big guy on the front desk grinned. “We all get those.”


“But we don’t have to like it, right?” Ewing chuckled as the guy waved him through.


 


BLAINE got the call at four fifteen. He groaned as the cell jangled on the nightstand. “Please don’t make me get up,” he mumbled to himself. The screen lit up with a Ranger badge. A number ‘one’ in the middle. Chief Calhoun was calling.


“Yes, sir?”


“Your boy just blew up the bus terminal and the train station. The feds think it’s terrorists, of course, but we know better.”


“Do you think those are the real targets or a diversion?”


“Hard to tell and I’m guessing, but because I know what a snake he is—I’m going with diversion.”


“A helluva huge diversion,” said Blaine. “That means the real target is difficult.”


Blaine dressed as quickly as his tired mind and body could manage. He grabbed his Beretta and woke Farrell up. “Thompson just blew up half the city.”


“Fuck that,” said Farrell in a sleepy voice. “We should have paid the two K.”


“Yeah, I guess. Want to have a look?”


“Feds will be there.”


“Yeah, they will, but I have to go anyway.”


“Give me five. I’m coming.”


 


“THE BUS STATION is closer,” said Blaine. “Let’s head there first.”


“Don’t matter,” said Farrell. “Both places will be swarming with suits.” He lowered his window, lit up a smoke and groaned with fatigue.


When they arrived downtown, the bus terminal was shut down. Surrounding streets blocked off and jammed with official vehicles. Ambulances were lined up taking the injured to hospitals and uniformed Guardsmen were swarming inside and out, searching every inch of rubble for more casualties—dead and injured or those trapped by debris.


Blaine parked on the road and he and Farrell approached a suit that seemed to be barking out orders. “I’m Blaine Blackmore from violent crime. Are you in charge?”


“No time to talk right now, sonny. We’ve got this covered.” He waved them off.


Back in the truck, Blaine said, “I’ll get copies of all their reports, the arrogant asswipes. They think everything that happens is terrorism these days.”


“Wonder what the real target is?” asked Farrell.


The situation at the train station was almost the same. Surrounded by officers giving no admittance to anyone, Blaine and Farrell could have gained access if they’d pressed, but what good would it do? A waste of time, and they didn’t have time to waste.


If Calhoun was right and both these disasters were diversions, where the hell was Ewing Thompson and what was he pulling off?


 


THE BOXES were dusty and dirty and smelled old and dried out. Ewing sneezed a couple of times as he searched through the rows looking for his name or the case number. He had the number written down and he was sure he was looking in the right year.


Feeling the need to hurry, he wondered how long he’d have. He’d been there twenty minutes already and hadn’t found anything.


Thinking more light might speed things up, he pulled a flash off the utility belt and shone it on box after box, row after row.


There. That might be it.


He’d found a possibility on a top shelf and was reaching for the box when the clerk from the check-in window appeared in the aisle beside him. He hadn’t heard her coming and she startled him.


“You making out okay?” she asked. “Need any help?”


“Nope. I’m okay, thanks. If I don’t find what I’m looking for soon, I’m giving up.”


“What case are you looking for?”


“This is the number.” He showed her the note he’d written.


“Wrong room,” she said and hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “That would be in the room behind this one, I’m pretty sure.”


“Could you show me?”


“Sure. It’s back this way.” She opened the door into another connecting file room and led the way to the third aisle over. “Let me see. It should be right about here.” She pointed. “This section of shelves.”


Ewing showed her a big smile. “Hey, thanks.”


“No problem. What do you need out of the box?”


Go away, lady.


“I’m checking on a couple things for my boss.”


“In a case this old? Seems unusual.”


“You know how these things go.”


“Is it a cold case?” she asked, the smile gone from her face. “Who’s your lieutenant?”


Without hesitation, Ewing swung the flashlight and cracked her a good one on the side of the head. Soundlessly, she crumpled to the floor beside him. He pulled out the box with the case number on it, ripped the lid off and grabbed out what he came for. Two evidence bags full of money.


It’s a wonder the cops didn’t rip me off.


Half the money was stuffed into his case and he’d opened the other bag when the clerk moaned and began stirring and thrashing around. Ewing slipped the empty plastic evidence bag over her head and held it tight around her neck. She kicked a little, did a bit of squirming and tore at the bag with her hands. Ewing held tight to the twisted plastic under her chin and before long she went limp and lay perfectly still.


He finished his task, replaced the box and left.


 


BLAINE handed a twenty to the girl in the Starbuck’s window and his phone jangled at the same time. “Grab that will you, bro. I’ve got to take the coffee tray and the change.”


“Morning, Miss Catherine.” Farrell put her on speaker, so Blaine could hear.


“Not a good one, Donovan. Is the short fuse there?”


“Driving and juggling a coffee tray.”


“I need him now. I have to say something on TV.”


Farrell glanced at Blaine and he nodded.


“We’re on our way.”


“Thank you so much.”


 


GOVERNOR CAMPBELL was dressed for the cameras in a plain navy suit, her red hair pulled up into a clip at the back of her head. She’d made an attempt at makeup, but she’d rushed, and it wasn’t her usual high quality job. She paced in the sitting room just off the foyer and hurried to open the front door when Blaine and Farrell arrived at the mansion on Colorado Street. Most of the staff were still sleeping.


“Let’s talk in the dining room. The chef was up so I had him make breakfast for you both. I presume you haven’t had time to eat.”


Farrell grinned. “No ma’am and I thank you for the thought.”


Cat managed a smile for Farrell, one of her favorites and turned to Blaine. “You’re not saying much, sweetie.”


“Nothing I can say. It’s a bloody nightmare. We should have had Ewing Thompson back in jail by now, but we didn’t.”


“You’re certain it was him and not an act of terrorism?” asked Cat.


“I’m sure and Calhoun is sure.”


“I’m not sure, but you’re closer to the situation than I am.”


“They let a lifer loose,” said Blaine. He picked at his poached eggs and ham and didn’t eat anything.


“The court system let him out,” said Cat. “Sometimes the law makes mistakes.”


“This was a big one,” mumbled Blaine. He stood, poured himself a coffee from the silver pot on the buffet and sat back down at the table. Reaching for the cream he asked, “What do you want to say to the media?”


“The Feds have stepped in and taken it out of the hands of the city, so I can’t comment on anything they’re doing, other than to say they are doing everything possible.”


“Have you heard any numbers yet?” asked Blaine. “Dead, injured, how many people were on the night shift at the two locations? How many passengers were waiting at the time of the explosions—anything?”


“Nothing has been released yet,” said Cat.


“And it won’t be until the Feds are ready,” said Farrell. “Those boys play it tight.”


Blaine shook his dark head and pushed the plate of food away. “Okay, I’ve got a full day, so let’s get something down on paper for you to work with.”


Tears rolled down Cat’s face and she dabbed at them with a linen napkin. “I’m so lucky to have you.”


 


JESSE lifted Charity out of her high chair and took her into the powder room to wash her face and hands before putting her down. “You’re wearing half your breakfast, little girl.”


“Down, Daddy.” She squirmed in his arms.


“Not yet, you’re all sticky.” Jesse’s cell rang on his belt and he couldn’t answer it.


Charity pointed at the phone and Jesse laughed. “I know it’s ringing, but I can’t get it until I put you down.” He set her down on her feet, reached for the phone and she was gone.


“Hey, Blacky.”


“Did you see the news this morning?”


“No. Just finished breakfast.”


“Thompson blew up the bus terminal and the train station.”


“Both of them?”


“Both at the same time.”


“That must have tied up all the response vehicles,” said Jesse, “and tons of personnel.”


“Exactly right,” said Blaine.


“Why?”


“Chief thinks it was a diversion.”


“Pretty big diversion. The main target must have been hard to get at. A bank or credit union? Those are two of his favorites.”


“Nothing reported…at least not yet.”


“What then?”


“No idea. I just came from the Governor’s Mansion. Cat is being interviewed in a few minutes and we had to hash out something for her to say to the public.”


“Why aren’t you at the scene? Or at one of them at least?”


“Feds think it’s terrorism.”


“Yeah, they would. Nothing you can do for now. They’ll do all the preliminary stuff and only find parts of the device. There won’t be any leads.”


“That’s about it.”


“Anything I can help with?”


“I’m going to be tied up with Thompson. Could you possibly interview Bartley Churchill? I’m supposed to be there at ten.” Blaine filled Jesse in on everything they knew so far… which wasn’t much.”


“Sure, I’ve got time. You want me to crack him?”


“I sure do. Ask about the condo at the lake and about getting rid of his wife for Celia. See what happens.”


Jesse chuckled. “Sounds like fun. I’ll let you know.”


“Thanks, partner.”


“Hey, I’m here to help y’all.”


 


EWING WOKE in the king sized bed and stretched. Another part of his plan completed successfully. He had all his money back and now all he needed was a couple of token payments for the years he’d spent behind bars and the city of Austin would never catch sight of him again.             


He reached for the house phone and grinned as he dialed room service.


 


BLAINE WENT back home to the Agency to get the boys started for the day and Lane, Fletcher and Pablo were drinking coffee in the kitchen waiting for him.


“We heard about the terrorist attacks, boss, and thought that might be where you were,” said Lane.


“Farrell and I were there—both locations—then we were with the Governor working on what she would say to the media this morning. And now we’re here.”


“Let’s have a coffee,” said Farrell. “We need a solid plan.”


Lily stuck her head in the kitchen. “The call center had hundreds of sightings, boss. They sent them to me in an email and I printed them off. When y’all are ready come see me.”


“Yep, Lil. See if you can divide them loosely into three areas of the city and the boys will start checking the first batch this morning.”


 


WHILE BLACKY gave the boys their assignments, Farrell stepped onto the back porch for a smoke. He’d just lit up when his cell rang.


“Ranger Donovan, this is Lou Thompson. Mattie just turned on the TV and we saw about the bombings at the bus and train stations. It got me thinking to what you said that first time we talked about what Ewing bought at Home Depot. It was in my shed and then it was gone when he left and now this. I don’t want to believe it, but what’s your take on it?”


He’s worked up real good.


“I strongly believe your brother was responsible,” said Farrell. “We haven’t got the numbers yet, but people died, and dozens of people were injured at both locations. A lot of damage was done.”


“They never should have let Ewing out of prison. It’s where he belongs,” said Lou. “All I want is my music career and I don’t want my brother fucking me over.”


“Do you know where he is?”


“No, I don’t. He took his stuff and left when Mattie and I weren’t home, and I never talked to him since.”


“No clue at all?”


“Not one.”


“Would you call if he contacts you?”


“I swear, I will.”


“Thanks, man.”


 


JESSE arrived at Congress Condos and parked in visitors’ like he’d done the day before, but today he was visiting the apartment next door to Ward Ingram and Celia Stone.


He knocked once, and Bartley Churchill opened the door wearing a big smile on his face. “Welcome, Ranger Quantrall. I have a pot of coffee on for us and we can talk in the den.


“Thank you, sir,” said Jesse. “We wanted to give you a day or two to gather yourself before we started with the questions, but they had to come sooner or later.”


“Might as well get it over with,” said Churchill. “I’ve got nothing to hide anyway, so let’s get it all over and done with.” He filled two mugs from the carafe. “How do you take your coffee?”


“Just cream,” said Jesse. “Thanks.” He sat on the leather love seat in front of the wall of bookshelves that held an impressive array of leather bound volumes. Jesse placed a small recorder on the corner of the coffee table and after giving his name, Bartley’s name, the date and the case number, Jesse began. “Now that you’ve had time to reflect, sir, do you have any idea who would want to kill your wife?”


“Not one clue. Everybody loved Sienna and she had no enemies.”


“What about your next door neighbor, Ms. Stone?”


Bartley raised an eyebrow. “What about her?”


“If you and Ms. Stone were having an affair, wouldn’t she want your wife out of the way?”


Churchill stood up and stomped across the room and back again. “I don’t like your tone or the accusation you’re making sir.”


“I’m only trying to get at the truth, sir. And I believe the truth is, you were having an affair with Ms. Stone and your wife found out about it.”


“Nonsense.”


“Let’s talk about the townhouse by Lady Bird Lake.”


“What townhouse?”


“Your holdings have been researched, sir and you bought a condo or townhouse whatever you want to call it—you bought one of the units near the lake just after your affair with Ms. Stone began.”


Bartley stared with his mouth open. “Where did you get your information?”


“That’s police business, sir. Answer the question, yes or no? Did you buy that unit with Celia Stone in mind?”


“What if I did buy it? It’s not a crime to own property.”


“No, it’s not,” said Jesse. “Also, not a crime to have an affair. Lot’s of people do it. The crime lies in the killing of your wife.”


“I had nothing to do with that. I was mortified when Sienna was murdered.”


“Do you think Ms. Stone might have hired someone to get your wife out the way?”


Bartley shook his head. “No, never. She would never do anything like that. Celia’s a warm and loving person. She’s not a killer.”


“What about Ward?” asked Jesse.


“Why would Ward hire somebody to kill my wife?”


Jesse shrugged. “What if Ward knew about you and Sienna and he hired a hitter. The hitter saw Sienna at the window and thought it was you?”


“You mean Ward Ingram tried to kill me?” Bartley was huffing out indignation.


“I’m not saying he did. I’m only speaking hypothetically and laying out possibilities. What might have happened.”


“Well, I didn’t do it. That’s the only thing I know for sure,” said Churchill. “In a way, I’m glad you know about Celia, it makes me feel unburdened.” He stood up and paced. “Even though I was in lust with another woman, I wouldn’t kill my wife for any reason. I loved Sienna. She was a good person and my best friend. We may have got around to a divorce at some point, but I’m not sure of that either. We were comfortable with each other.”


“But Celia wanted you to divorce Sienna?”


“Oh, yes she did. Ward was in big trouble financially, and Celia wanted out. She said creditors called constantly.”


“Why didn’t she leave him?”


Bartley shrugged. “I can’t answer that.”


“Did you offer her the townhouse?”


“No, I didn’t.”


“Why not, if she needed a place to go?”


“I guess I didn’t want to complicate my life. The sex was good, but to me that’s all it was. I didn’t want to marry her.”


“Did you argue the point?”


“All the time. She was becoming tiresome.”


“Did you hint that you might end it and stay with your wife?”


Bartley nodded. “I might have said as much in the heat of an argument.”


Jesse turned off the recorder and stood up. “Thank you for your candor, Mr. Churchill.”


 


BLAINE dispatched the boys, each with a list, to begin checking out the sighting calls from Mary’s story in the Statesman. He planned to use the rest of the morning do in-depth research into the finances of Celia Stone and Ward Ingram. If one of them hired a hitter, the money had to come from somewhere. He poured a coffee to take into his office and his cell rang. Austin PD. Homicide. “Lieutenant Lopez, what can I do for you?”


 


THE BODY of Sergeant Ruth Brooks had been removed by the time Blaine and Farrell arrived in the evidence locker. Lopez had met them at the door and escorted them to the basement filling them in on what Austin homicide knew so far.


“Only a skeleton crew here when this went down,” said Lopez.


“And we know why, don’t we?” asked Blaine. “Because that’s the way Thompson planned it. Clear the track. Here I come.” Blaine clenched his fist and squelched the desire to pound something. “Did he sign in at the gate when he came in?”


“Uh huh,” said Lopez. “The only name on the clipboard.”


“And what was it?” asked Blaine. “I can’t wait to hear it.”


“P. Leighton.”


“Oh, Jesus, I better call Travis,” said Blaine.


“What would he want in an old file box?” asked Farrell. “Is there a record of what was in the box?”


“There has to be a list of what the box contained,” said Lopez. “Maybe in a computer file.”


“Or on microfiche,” said Blaine. He stared down at the floor and carefully stepped around the outline of Sergeant Brook’s body.


  “Nobody has touched the box,” said Lopez. He pointed to it up on the shelf. Black marker on the front showed the case number and one word in block printing. THOMPSON. “No techs available and won’t be for a while. They’re all helping out at the bombings.”


“Uh huh.”


“How did Thompson kill Sgt. Brooks?” asked Farrell.


“Suffocated her with an evidence bag,” said Lopez.


“He emptied the evidence into something,” said Blaine. “He must have brought a bag or a briefcase or something with him.”


“Is there list of contents in the box?” asked Farrell. “We could figure out what he took.”


“I’ve got gloves,” said Blaine and pulled a pair out of his back pocket.


Lopez shrugged. “Okay, take it down.”


Blaine lifted the file box down from the shelf and carried it into the next room where there was an aluminum table and a couple of chairs set up for examining evidence. He removed the lid and there was a list of contents inside. He picked up the list by the corner and held it towards the overhead light.


“Only one thing missing,” said Blaine. “Bank insured cash in the amount of two million dollars.”


 


FARRELL hopped into the shotgun seat of Blacky’s truck in the Austin PD parking lot. “Why in hell would they leave two million bucks sitting in a box for years and years? That money was from one of his first robberies.”


“Can’t tell you,” said Blaine. “The bank must have got their money back from an insurance company or something. The list said insured money.”


“But Thompson didn’t forget about it,” said Farrell. “He probably thought about it every day he was in prison.”


“Gave him something to plan for if he ever got out.”


“And they let him out. What a fuckin disaster,” said Farrell. “Think we should double up on the DA?”


“Definitely. I’ll send in reinforcements for Travis. Get him on the line, bro and we’ll tell him what’s going down.”


Farrell scrolled to Travis’ number. “Hey, Trav, boss calling. I’ll put him on speaker.”


“Things are shaky here after the bombings,” said Travis. “We’re all a little nervous about what’s coming next.”


“Ask Mr. Leighton if he’d be open to moving to a safe-house with his wife for a few days. I’m thinking of sending Calhoun there too.”


“Okay, good idea. We’ll discuss it and I’ll get back to you.”


“Don’t tell the DA this, but Thompson signed himself into the evidence locker as P. Leighton.”


“Oh, shit,” said Travis. “We better move him soon.”


“I’m sending Lane to y’all.”


“Okay, we won’t leave the building until he gets here.”


Farrell ended the call and Blacky headed for home. “Do you want to call everybody in and regroup?”


“Yep, get them all back to the Agency and we’ll go over what they’ve got.”


“Lil might have another whole list by now,” said Farrell.


“We need one person who actually saw Thompson somewhere specific.”


“The junkers haven’t had any luck and they’ve been beating the bushes for hours.”


“Call them in too. We’ll have a beer and make a new plan.”


 


TRAVIS sat in Adele Simpkin’s office right outside the DA’s closed door talking to Farrell on his cell. When he ended the call, she raised an eyebrow and wanted to know what was going on.


“Blacky is sending another man from the Agency. We can’t leave the building until he gets here.”


“Why? Is something happening?”


“Maybe.”


“Please tell me,” said Miss Simpkins. “I won’t alarm Mr. Leighton unnecessarily.”


Travis took three steps closer to her desk and leaned a hand on the corner. “Thompson broke into the evidence locker and stole money—money left in evidence from one of his old robberies.”


“Yes. And tell me the rest of it.”


“He killed the officer on duty.”


“And…?”


“And… he signed in as P. Leighton.”


“Oh no.” Miss Simpkin’s hand flew to her mouth. “That’s an overt threat.”


“Boss wants me to push the idea of a safe-house for Mr. Leighton and his wife.”


“Absolutely.” Miss Simpkins was on her feet. “Let’s talk to him now. What’s the name of the deputy coming over? I’ll have to let reception know downstairs.”


“Lane Forget. Former Navy Seal.”


Miss Simkins smiled at Travis. “Aw, a compadre.”


Travis nodded.


She knocked on Leighton’s door and pushed it open.


Perry Leighton looked up from a case file he was reading and peered at the two of them over his silver-rimmed glasses. “Something, Adele?”


“Yes, sir, Major Bristol would like to speak to you about moving to a safe-house for a few days.”


Leighton frowned. “I don’t think anything that radical is necessary. Why now?”


“Thompson is ramping up, sir and Blacky feels the man is ready to make a move. Now would be the time to take added precautions.”


Leighton set his pen down and focused. “Blaine must have a reason. There isn’t a more logical thinker on the planet than Blaine Blackmore.”


“Uh huh, you’re right, he does have a reason.” Travis explained about the sign-in sheet.


“Might be just another threat,” said the DA, “but judging by the devastation he’s already caused in the city, his threats have to be taken seriously.”


A tap on the door behind them and Travis let Lane in and introduced him. “A new addition to the Agency staff,” said Travis, “former Navy Seal, Lane Forget.”


“A pleasure to meet you sir,” said Leighton, and shook Lane’s hand.


Miss Simpkins stepped in. “Shall I call Mrs. Leighton and have her pack for you, sir?”


“Lane will stay here,” said Travis, “and I’ll pick Mrs. Leighton up because she knows me.


The DA nodded his head. “Makes sense and I don’t want her frightened. I’m also thinking if something is about to happen, I don’t want her anywhere near me.”


“Okay,” said Travis, “I understand that thinking.”


“Take Mrs. Leighton to my place,” said Miss Simpkins. “I’ll write down the address.”


“Good idea, Adele. Why don’t you go now with Major Bristol to pick up Freda? I don’t want my wife upset. She hasn’t been well.”


 


BLAINE sat at the kitchen table with the boys going over the leads they’d been checking out all day, and the most promising ones seemed to be coming from the area around Austin-Bergstrom.


Pablo had covered that area and had interviewed at least three people that were convinced they had seen Ewing Thompson after seeing his picture on the front page of the paper. The three random people who’d sworn it was him all said the same thing—he had blond hair and wore a suit.


“Makes sense,” said Blaine. “He’s hiding in plain sight. Dyed his hair and he’s posing as a business man staying at one of the hotels near the airport. It’s perfect.”


“Could be,” said Farrell. “Nobody said he was stupid.”


“Grab a beer while Carm makes us a sandwich. I’ll print off a list of the hotels near the airport, we’ll round up the junkers and show Thompson’s picture at every hotel until we find out where he’s registered.”


 


ANNIE WATCHED the eleven o’clock news and wondered why she hadn’t received a phone call.


Maybe he’ll let me quit. I hope so.






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Friday, the 13th.


 


ONE A.M. and Farrell still hadn’t found Taffy. She wasn’t on her regular corner and there was no sign of Kamps near any of the clubs. Farrell was dead on his feet and needed sleep.


Once more around the downtown area and he was calling it. Tomorrow would be another brutal day and he couldn’t function on zero sleep. He turned a corner and spotted a skinny girl down the block. High heels and a short, short skirt, long blonde hair. Could be her. He cruised alongside, slowed and lowered the passenger window.


“Get in, Taff,” he hollered.


She shook her head and started to run. Not an easy task in stilettos. Before she’d gone ten feet, she tripped and fell.


Farrell stopped the truck and got out to help her.


“Look what you made me do, you fuckin… cop.” She sobbed. “I can’t talk to you or I’ll be dead.”


“Why do you think that?”


“I know it.”


“What I want to ask you has nothing to do with Ewing Thompson,” said Farrell.


“What do you want?”


“Heard anything about a pro in town for a paid hit?”


“Why would I care about shit like that?”


“You’re in the information business, that’s why.”


“I’m out of that business now.” She leaned down and wiped the blood off her scraped knee. “My knee hurts, fucker. Get outta here and leave me alone.”


“See Kamps tonight?”


“Saw him once behind T n T doing business.”


“Thanks.” Farrell handed her a twenty. “Sorry about your knee.”


“I’m crippled for twenty lousy bucks?”


“Looks that way.” Farrell jumped in his truck and headed for the roadhouse, hoping to make it before they closed.


He parked in the lot out back and it wasn’t crowded close to closing time. No sign of Kamps. Inside the band was playing its last set and Lou Thompson was blasting out a Tom Petty cover. He seemed to favor those.


Farrell gazed around the dimly lit bar looking for Kamps and didn’t see him. He sat on a stool at the bar and ordered a Shiners.


One beer and I’m sacking out.


A couple minutes later a guy he’d talked to a couple times sat down on the stool next to him. “Hey, Sal.”


“Donovan.” Sal stared at him for a few seconds and said nothing. He was a little wobbly on his stool and was either drunk or high.


“Got something for me?”


“Maybe. How much you paying?”


“Fifty if it’s good.”


“What if it’s better than good?”


“Benjy.”


“Show me.”


Farrell opened his wallet and put a hundred on the bar.


Sal nodded and pointed to an empty booth near the door. Farrell picked up his beer and the money and followed. They sat, and Sal leaned in close. “Friday the thirteenth is gonna be unlucky.”


“For who?”


Sal looked up and saw someone coming towards their booth and ran out the door.


Farrell turned and nodded to Lou Thompson.


Why is Sal afraid of Lou?


 


EWING left the safety of his hotel suite at two a.m. and ventured out into the dark of the night. Most of the cops would be home sleeping. Especially the Latino kid. The kid was smart, or so he’d heard, but not nearly as smart as himself. He’d do what needed to be done and be on his way.


He called a cab from the lobby of the hotel and stood out front, smoking while he waited, his duffel at his feet. The March air was cool and pleasant, his suit jacket heavy enough against the slight breeze.


The cab pulled up and Ewing hopped in the back. “Airport, please.” His hotel was close to Austin-Bergstrom, so in a few minutes the cabbie dropped him off at the front entrance of the terminal.


Inside, he headed straight for the rental desks and Budget was the first one he came to. He showed the driver’s license with his new ID, chose a black Lexus, paid cash and he was on his way.


Not having driven for years, it took him a few minutes to get the feel of the car and ease into the stream of traffic. Being the middle of the night, not many cars were on the road.


Ewing turned on the radio and the Austin country station blasted out a Willie Nelson song. He smiled, feeling good about the night ahead. He lit up a smoke, took a big drag and relaxed into it. He cruised along looking for a place to stop and chose a strip mall all in darkness. All the stores were closed, the parking lot deserted. He stopped, put the shifter in park and reached into the duffel on the passenger seat. He took a few minutes preparing everything for his first stop.


Just a little warning call. I want you to know I’m coming for you.


Ten minutes later, he drove to a residential neighborhood. The street was quiet, all the houses dark. A few outside security lights burned brightly. Ewing parked on the street, jumped out of the car and ran across the lawn to the front window. He heaved the brick and the cocktail with all the force he could muster and laughed when the glass shattered, and the bomb exploded. He ran for the car, jumped in and took off. 


One down.


 


AFTER the DA was escorted to the safe-house and his wife went to stay with Mr. Leighton’s secretary, Lane was stationed at the Leighton residence. His first solo job since coming to work at the Agency and he wanted to prove himself. He liked working for Blaine even though it took a bit of getting used to. Never before had he taken orders from a kid in his early twenties. But Blaine Blackmore had a reputation and he’d earned it. The kid was brilliant and tough as nails.


Lane sat in the dark in the living room at the front of the house and waited. The boss was sure Ewing would try something and he wanted to cover all the bases. Headlights came down the street and Lane went to the window. He pulled the drapes back a crack and peered out. Yep, black Lexus stopping in front and the driver was jumping out and running towards the house with something in his hand.


Heart thumping, Lane pulled out his Steyr and tore into the foyer. He left the lights off and jerked the door open. “Stop where you are,” he hollered, and the guy didn’t stop.


Thompson threw the bottle and the brick at him, turned and ran for the car.


Bang. Bang.


Lane got two shots off before Thompson disappeared around the other side of the car. He jumped in and floored it as Lane ran to the street, trying to get a shot at the tires.


Bang.


Too far away. Rubber burned as Thompson tore down the street, squealed around the corner and was gone.


 


THE FIRST notes of Hells Bells woke Blaine with a start. He grabbed for his cell before it woke Misty up. “Yeah, Lane,” he said in a whisper.


“He threw a cocktail at the house. I got a couple shots off. Black Lexus. Rental. No tag. I hit him. Sure, of it. Left side as he was running—maybe left upper arm.” Lane was hollering into the phone, the words tumbling out.


  Adrenaline.


“Great job. I’ll get the BOLO out right now. Bag the bomb, sack out on Leighton’s sofa and get some sleep. He won’t come back there tonight. Not if he’s hit.”


“Yeah, boss. I could use a couple hours.”


Blaine put the cell back on the nightstand and it rang again. “Shit, the Chief,” he mumbled to himself.  “Yes, sir.”


“My house is on fire, at least it was. Fire department is here. Asshole tossed a Molotov right through the goddam front window and scared my wife senseless. I should have taken your advice and gone to a fuckin safe-house.”


Blaine filled the Chief in on Perry Leighton’s house. “Lane thinks he hit him. Left arm, side, shoulder.”


“Hope to hell he did. Slow the miserable fucker down.”


“He won’t go for medical,” said Blaine, “but he might go to his brother.”


“I’ll put a patrol on the brother’s house,” said the Chief.


 


BLOOD GUSHED out of Ewing’s arm. The first bullet caught him just above the elbow and the second shot grazed his side. He could feel the burn above his hip bone. The asshole had hit him twice while he was running full out. A damn good shooter.


Ewing steered the Lexus with his right hand heading for Lou’s house in the north end of the city. Lou wouldn’t be happy to see him, but he didn’t give a shit. Mattie would have bandages, and if she didn’t, she could go get them. She’d know how to fix him up. She was a nurse.


 


BLAINE opened Farrell’s door and woke his foster brother. “We gotta go.”


“Go where? Don’t we get to sleep anymore?”


“No, we don’t sleep until the asshole is dead. He’s been busy. Just tossed two bottle bombs. One at Calhoun and his house is on fire—at least his living room is—and one at Leighton’s. Lane shot him.”


“Good. Hope he’s dead.” Farrell struggled with the duvet, got his long legs free and sat on the side of the bed.


“Not dead,” said Blaine. “Drove away.”


“He’ll go to Lou’s house.” Farrell’s voice was rough and dry in the middle of the night. “Thompson’s ex is a nurse.”


“How do you know that?”


Farrell headed for the bathroom. “I know.”


“While you get dressed, I’ll make coffee and fill a couple of travelers.”


 


EWING’s vision was blurring and his head swam a little as he pulled into Lou’s driveway. He turned off the engine of the unfamiliar Lexus, staggered out of the car and puked in the grass at the side of the garage. He shuffled around to the back door and pounded on it. Thinking he was too close to blacking out, he leaned on the door frame and hollered, “Hurry up and open the fucking door.”


A few minutes ticked by as he leaned with his eyes closed, trying to hold on. Then Mattie opened the door a crack to see who it was. “Ew, what happened? Are you hurt?”


“Yeah,” his voice came out in a whisper, “I need you, baby. Can you fix me up?”


She opened the door wide and took his good arm. “Maybe I can. You’re a mess. Look at all that blood. Let’s go in the bathroom and I’ll clean you up.”


“Thanks, baby. Where’s Lou?”


“Not home from the club yet.”


“Why not? It’s late.”


“He had an after-hours gig for extra money.”


Ewing sat on the toilet lid and groaned like a six-year-old while Mattie removed his jacket and then his blood-soaked shirt.


“Jeeze, Ew, who shot you?” Mattie took her time cleaning the wounds with warm water, so she could see what she was dealing with.


“Some asshole twice my size.”


“I’ll have to put pressure on this one in your arm to get the bleeding stopped.”


“Sure. Do whatever.” Ewing closed his eyes and clamped his teeth together.


A good ten minutes passed before Mattie was satisfied that the bleeding had slowed. “Sit there until I get my kit from the bedroom. I’m going to put some stitches in.”


“Thanks, baby. I love you. You know that.”


“Sometimes you act so mean I don’t believe it.”


“I’ll do better. I swear it.”


“I’m not leaving Lou no matter what you say, Ewing. You can forget that.” Mattie left the bathroom for a couple of minutes and returned with her kit.


“Umm… I don’t have any freezing here. I’ll get you some liquor. Hold on.” She was back in a flash with a half bottle of Texas bourbon. She unscrewed the top and offered it to Ewing. “Take a big gulp of this before I start.”


Ewing grinned as he took the bottle. “My night is getting better and better.”


“Are you going to tell me why you got shot?”


“Some idiot doing a drive-by downtown. I was minding my own.”


“Why don’t I believe that?” Mattie put the first stitch in and Ewing winced.


Five minutes and two more shots of bourbon and she was finished. She bandaged both wounds like the professional she was, then taped them snugly.


Ewing stood up and looked in the mirror over the vanity. “Beautiful work, baby. Let’s go.”


“I’m not going, Ew. I told you, I’m staying with Lou. He loves me and treats me so nice. He’ll be home any second and I’m going back to bed.”


“I want you to come with me,” said Ewing. “I got the money, baby. All of it, and I’m almost ready to leave this shitty town.” He pulled Mattie close with his right arm and kissed her.


She pulled away and shook her head. “Don’t do this, Ew.”


“Come on, Mattie. Come with me. At least come to my hotel and stay the night.”


“Nope, I’m not getting suckered into one of your little traps ever again. I’ve learned my lesson.” She turned and took a stance, hands on hips, “Do you know how many hours they held me in that interrogation room after you were arrested? Do you know or even care how scared I was?”


“Would a hundred thousand make you feel better, baby?”


Mattie’s eyes widened. “A hundred thousand? Lou and I could use that money.”


“Come on then. I’ve got to get going. I’ll get the money out of the hotel safe and give it to you. No strings. Then I’m splitting. You can come or not come after you get your money. I’ll let you decide.”


“Wait until I get some clothes on.”


“Make it fast, baby.”


I always could talk her into anything.


Ewing smoked in the Lexus while he waited, but she was quick and came out a couple minutes later, dressed and carrying a tote bag over her arm.


“I should drive,” she said.


Ewing ignored her and backed out of the driveway. “I’m okay, baby. You worry too much.”


“I left Lou a note.”


“Shit,” hollered Ewing, “what did you say?”


“The truth. Ewing is hurt. I went to help him. Back tomorrow.”


“Okay. Good enough.”


 


BLAINE AND FARRELL parked behind Lou’s truck and jogged to the front door.


“No Lexus,” said Farrell. “Maybe he’s been here already.”


 Blaine rang the bell and Lou jerked the door open, his face flushed. “What the hell do the cops want now?”


“Your brother is wounded, and we figured he’d come here for Mattie to clean him up.”


Lou opened the door a little wider. “He was here and now they’re both gone.”


“She went with him?”


Lou blew out a breath. “I’m freaking out. She left a note and she’s gonna get herself fuckin killed. I know it.”


“What’s the note say?” asked Farrell.


“None of your fuckin business.” Lou shoved the crumpled piece of paper into the pocket of his ripped jeans.


“Do you want her back or not?” asked Blaine. “We can help you.”


“Don’t need help from the cops. I can handle my brother.”


“Where is he? Which hotel?”


“Don’t know.”


“We’ll follow you,” said Farrell, “so you might as well cough up the location.”


“Follow me where? I’m not going any place. You think if I knew where Mattie was I’d be standing here talking to you?”


“Maybe not,” said Farrell.


Lou tore at his long hair. “I haven’t got a clue where they are.”


 


EWING and Mattie walked together slowly across the lobby of the Hilton, arm in arm, Mattie supporting a lot of Ewing’s weight. Weakened by blood loss, he wanted nothing more than a bed to lie down on.


“Which floor,” she asked as the elevator doors closed.


“Fourteen.” He leaned against the back wall and closed his eyes.


The bell rang, and the doors opened on fourteen. Ewing didn’t move, and Mattie held the door. “Come on, Ew. Which way is your room?”


“Left.”


She reached for him and the doors started to close. She pressed ‘doors open’ then slipped her arm around his waist and helped him out of the elevator. “We’ve got to get you to a bed, so you can lie down.”


Ewing groaned as he took the first step. He leaned on the wall in the corridor to catch his breath and he’d only gone about six feet.


“Give me the key card,” said Mattie. “I don’t know where to take you.”


“Pocket.”


Mattie stuck her hand in his pocket. Wallet and plastic card. She pulled the card out and read the number. “Fourteen twenty-four. Come on. You can do it.”


After three more stops for Ewing to rest they reached the door of the room. Luckily nobody was roaming the halls that early in the morning. Mattie stuck the card in, got the green light and opened the door.


Ewing flopped onto the first bed he came to and closed his eyes.


“Don’t pass out yet,” said Mattie. “I want my money.”


“I need sleep,” Ewing mumbled without opening his eyes.


“Tell me the combination.”


“Nope.”


“Tell me, Ew. You promised me.”


“I lied.”


 


MATTIE opened the outer door of the little safe and stared at the keypad. Why did I believe him? I swore I’d never listen to him ever again.


What would he use for a combination?


She tried both their birthdays and it was neither, then she tried the day they met, and the green light came on. She opened the door and couldn’t believe how much money was stuffed into the hotel safe. Packed full. She filled her tote bag, then looked in the closet for something else she could use and there was an empty duffel.


Ewing moaned and mumbled on the bed and she thought he was telling her to leave the money alone, but she ignored him and kept taking more.


“All the years I waited for this money while you were in Huntsville. Half of its mine, and you owe me the other half in suffering and in interest.”


Mattie kept her eye on Ewing as she finished emptying the safe and zipped up the bag. He wasn’t moving at all. Either sleeping or he’d passed out.


She fished in her tote bag, pulled out a syringe and walked over to the bed. Smiling down at Ewing, she stuck the needle in his arm and pushed the plunger. “This will help you sleep.”






 




CHAPTER NINE


Still Friday the 13th.


 


BLAINE and Farrell didn’t bother going back to bed. It was six a.m. when they returned to the Agency from Lou Thompson’s house and there was no point. Carm was up looking bright and rested and fresh coffee was made.


Farrell slumped down at the table with a loud groan. “We showed his picture to all those airport hotels yesterday and nobody flinched. We gonna do any better today?”


“We have to,” said Blaine. “He’s got a hostage now.”


“Shit. Maybe she went voluntarily. She used to be his squeeze.”


“Lou doesn’t think it was voluntary.”


“Maybe Lou don’t know his woman as well as he thinks.”


 “He seemed pretty upset that she was gone.”


“According to the file, the cops always thought she did a lot of the planning and was Ewing’s partner in the robberies,” said Farrell, “but they had no evidence that she helped him or participated.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “You had time to read the file?”


Farrell shrugged. “Guess so.”


“Was she questioned after each robbery?”


“For hours on end,” said Farrell, “and she never gave up anything.


“And they couldn’t connect her enough to charge her? Well, she’s helping him now and he’s a fugitive. We can pull her in for that.”


“Only if we find her.”


 


WARD INGRAM staggered out of bed. He’d had a brutal night at the poker room the night before and drank way too much booze trying to put his gigantic losses out of his mind.


He stuck his head in the spare bedroom looking for Celia and the bed wasn’t slept in. She’d moved out of the master suite after their last argument and said her next move would be out of the condo for good, if Ward didn’t get it together and pay the bills.


How could he catch up on the mortgage and the bills? He’d never get out of the hole he was in.


“We’re going to lose the goddam condo. I have to tell her.” He shuffled to the kitchen expecting her to be sitting at the table drinking coffee and doing crosswords like she always was, but there was no Celia and no coffee.


“Where the hell is she?” Ward hollered out loud to no one in particular. “Did the bitch leave me already?” Ward raced back into the bedroom, grabbed his cell and pressed Celia’s number.


It rang two or three times before she answered in a sleepy voice. “Hi, Ward.”


“Where are you, honey?” Ward used his best sugary tone.


“I’m running one of the trails in Zilker Park. Be back in an hour.”


Ward let out a breath. “Okay. I thought… never mind what I thought. I love you.”


 


CELIA reached over, put her cell back on the nightstand and cuddled up closer to Bartley.


 


AT THE EIGHT a.m. breakfast meeting, Blaine organized the second hotel search for Ewing Thompson. “Show the clerk at the front desk the picture again, and this time ask if they’ve seen anybody looking like Thompson with a dark-haired girl.” To Farrell: “How old would Mattie Larch be?”


“Late thirties.”


“Okay, and don’t forget to mention Thompson’s hair might be lighter than in the picture—the witnesses used the ‘blond’ word—and point out that he’s wounded and may have a bandage on his left arm.”


Fletch was writing points in his notebook.


“Where’s Lane?” asked Pablo.


“Sleeping for now. He’ll be in later,” said Blaine. “This morning, Farrell and Fletch will go together, Lily go with Pablo.”


Pablo raised a black brow but didn’t say anything. He was a quiet one.


Blaine smiled at Pablo. “Lil’s got your back, amigo. No worries.”


Lily winked at Pablo.


Farrell asked the question he asked every morning. “What will you be doing, boss?”


“I’ll be taking a look at the Chief’s fucked up house, then updating the DA at the safe-house.”


“That it?” asked Farrell with a smirk.


“Get out of here.”


 


CHIEF CALHOUN’S HOUSE was a shambles at the front. He and his wife had moved into a downtown hotel for the time being, although portions of the house were untouched, the smell alone was enough to drive them out. The stink of burnt textiles, fried electrics and water soaked wood hung on the air outside and was probably ten times worse inside.


The front portion of the house where the bomb exploded, had been destroyed by fire. The Chief’s living room furniture, what was left of it, was blackened and water soaked and sitting in a pile on the driveway. A huge tarp hung down from the roof and covered what used to be the front entrance and the living room window.


A couple of construction vans were parked in the drive and a work crew milled around clearing rubble. They had days of work ahead of them before they could get started on the repairs.


Is this worth fixing?


Blaine jumped into his truck parked at the curb and pulled away as a flatbed arrived delivering two huge yellow dumpsters.


The Chief didn’t deserve this.


 


FROM the Chief’s house, Blaine drove to the north end of the city where the safe-house was located. Travis greeted him at the door and offered him a coffee.


He sat down at the kitchen table with Travis and Perry Leighton and brought them up to date on everything they’d missed.


“If Thompson is badly wounded,” said Leighton, “I should be able to go home. The threat has been diminished.”


“Diminished to a degree,” said Blaine, “but we don’t know how bad off he is or how fast he’ll recover.”


“If it’s only a flesh wound,” said Travis, “might not slow him down much.”


“Just the same, I’d rather go home and I’m sure my wife would as well. We’ll be perfectly safe with Major Bristol on the job.”


“I’ve got a crew searching the hotels for him again this morning,” said Blaine. “They’re armed with more detailed information today, and we should find him soon.”


 


MATTIE parked the rented Lexus behind Lou’s truck and ran into the house with her tote bag in one hand and the duffel in the other.


Lou opened the door, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep and his long hair in a tangle. “You were gone so long, I thought something happened to you.” He grabbed her in a hug and kicked the door closed with his boot.


“Nothing to worry about, Lou. You should have gone to bed.”


“How could I go to bed, Mattie? I wouldn’t sleep thinking you might get murdered by my insane brother.”


Mattie smiled. “I didn’t have a problem.”


“You made me crazy going with him. How did you get away?”


“I gave him a shot when he was half out of it.” She plunked both bags on the kitchen table. “He won’t wake up for hours.” She unzipped the duffel and showed Lou the cash.


“Wow. He’s gonna kill us when he finds out you took the money.”


“If he doesn’t die first,” said Mattie. “As soon as the banks are open, like an hour from now, I’ll open three or four accounts and get rid of it.”


“Do you think that’s the smart thing to do?” Lou rinsed the carafe and started a pot of coffee.


“Can you think of something else?” asked Mattie.


“Not at the moment other than off-shore, but I don’t know anything about it or have a single clue how to do it.”


“We’ll find out from an expert and transfer it later,” said Mattie. “The cops will find him soon and kill him. He won’t care if we have the money if he’s dead.”


“Not if he’s dead,” said Lou, “but what if they don’t catch him and kill him—then he’ll care. He will care so fuckin much I can picture it now.”


“I’m not afraid of him,” said Mattie.


“I am,” said Lou. “He beat me senseless my whole life whenever he was pissed at me.” Lou took two mugs out of the cupboard and reached into the fridge for the cream. “Did he tell you how he got shot?”


“Said it was a drive-by downtown.”


“That’s a bullshit story,” said Lou. “It had to be cops. Cops are searching for him all over the city.”


 


ANNIE sat at the table by the window in her bedroom with her second cup of coffee. Every day she was lonelier than the day before. Without Jesse and Charity in her life she felt empty inside. Would she ever find anybody she loved as much as Jesse? “Don’t think so,” she said out loud.


Her cell rang on the table in front of her and she didn’t recognize the number. Maybe it was a business call. “Coulter-Ross,” she said.


“Can I speak to Annie, please. This is Lane Forget.”


“Oh, hi, Lane. This is Annie. Sorry, I didn’t recognize your number and I thought it might be business.”


“The business of shooting,” he said with a chuckle.


“You need help with something?”


“I do. Could you give me a time when you’re not busy?”


“How about tomorrow afternoon?”


“Perfect for me. Far as I know, I’m off. See you then.”


He’s good with his gun. Maybe he wants to work on his left hand.


 


BLAINE was on his way to join the boys in their search of the airport hotels when Jesse called. “Hey, boss. What’s up?”


“Wondered where you were with the Churchill murder. Without a clue on the shooter it seems to be a dead end.”


“Somebody hired the hitter,” said Blaine, “but I haven’t turned up a money trail—at least not yet—but then again, I’ve hardly had time to go deep.”


“Might have been cash,” said Jesse. “Who keeps a lot of cash lying around?”


“Guys below the radar?”


“Uh huh,” said Jesse. “This has something to do with Ingram. My gut is telling me I need to talk to him again.”


“Have him picked up and interview him at headquarters. Sometimes a formal interrogation is enough to shake them up.”


“Good idea. I want to see Calhoun anyway and see how he’s feeling after what happened to his house.”


 


MATTIE AND LOU drank a pot of coffee and worked out their strategy. They would each open accounts at three different banks, deposit reasonable amounts of money into savings and checking, and in each bank, they would rent safety deposit boxes for the rest of the money.


They took their bags, left the house and Lou locked the door behind them. “That car probably has a watch on it, Matts. We have to get rid of it.”


“Okay. I’ll drive it to the first strip mall we come to and dump it. You drop me off at my first bank and I’ll take cabs from there.”


Lou nodded. “I love you, Matts. Let’s do it.”


 


BLAINE caught up with Farrell and Fletcher at the Marriott.


“Anything yet?”


“Nope, nothing,” said Farrell.


“These are big hotels with hundreds of guests each. I’m not surprised.”


“He could be in a downtown hotel by now,” said Fletcher.


“True, he could be,” said Blaine, “But after he was shot, he’d have to come back to his original room to get the money.”


“The money from the evidence locker?” asked Fletcher.


“And the money from his old apartment building. There was a reason he went there and a lot of money from his past robberies was unaccounted for. He went for a reason, found what he was after, then burned all the evidence that he was ever there.”


 


EWING WOKE. His head throbbed like a sledge pounding on his brain. He tried to think, and it made the headache worse. Groggy and disoriented he rolled over onto his left side and hollered out in pain. He grunted and groaned as he struggled to get off the side that was shot. Barely able to move, the pain in his arm so intense, he tried to find a comfortable position so he could rest. Why did it hurt so fuckin much? Was the bullet still in there? Mattie didn’t say. Would she sew it up without taking the bullet out?


Only if she wanted to kill me.


Too much pain. He couldn’t stand to lie down any longer. He struggled to sit up on the side of the bed, and as soon as he was upright he knew he was gonna hurl.


Ewing stood, steadied himself with one hand on the nightstand and slowly turned in the direction of the bathroom. That’s when he saw it.


The safe is open.


“Mattie, where are you?” he called. No answer.


I’ll kill you, Mattie.


He shuffled into the bathroom, kneeled in front of the toilet and hurled everything in his stomach.


 


 JESSE PICKED up burgers and coffee on the way to headquarters and ate lunch with Chief Calhoun in his office while he waited for Rocky and his partner to bring Ward Ingram in for questioning.


“I feel so damn bad about your house, Chief,” said Jesse. “A huge inconvenience for you and your wife.”


“Yeah, it’s a bitch all right. But I told my wife, if she wasn’t happy after it was fixed by the insurance company, we’d downsize and move into something more suitable for us now that the girls are on their own.”


“That’s why I loved my trailer,” said Jesse. “Perfect for me and the dogs. I could keep it clean without too much effort and it was plenty big enough.”


A tap on the door and Rocky stuck his head in. “Room three, Jesse. When you’re ready.”


“Thanks a bunch, Rocky. See what I can get out of him.”


Ward Ingram glared at Jesse as he entered the small room and set the recorder on the table. “Good afternoon, Mr. Ingram. Hope you didn’t mind too much coming in to talk to us.” 


“I mind a lot. My life is busy, and I don’t have time for this.”


“Uh huh,” said Jesse with a grin. “I’m pretty busy myself. So, the quicker you tell me what I want to know, the quicker you will be back doing all that important stuff you need to do.”


“Ask your questions. I’ve got absolutely nothing to hide, so ask me anything.” He held up his hands. “Anything at all. One, two, three, go.”


“Who do you owe money to, Ward?”


“Umm… that’s none of your business.”


“Hey,” said Jesse, “you said you had nothing to hide.”


“Yeah, I said that, but I meant about the murder. I know nothing about that.”


Jesse pushed a lined sheet from his legal pad and a pen across the desk to Ward. “Write down who you owe money to, and how much you owe each one of them.”


“What’s that going to solve?”


“Just for a minute or two, lets presume that Sienna Churchill wasn’t the intended victim.”


Ward frowned like he couldn’t figure it out. “Okay, who would it be? Bart?”


“Could have been Bart Churchill, but we can’t find a connection or a reason for it. Let’s try another scenario.”


“Lay it down, sir.”


“The window of your condo is right beside the window that the shooter put the bullet through.”


“Yes, we’re next door.”


“Did it cross your mind that somebody might be gunning for you?”


Ward laughed. “No. they wouldn’t be.”


Jesse pointed to the sheet of paper. “Make the list and we’ll discuss it.”


Ward scribbled down a few names and figures. He laid the pen down and pushed the paper back to Jesse.


“You owe the condo people three months rent,” said Jesse, looking at the list. “That means eviction soon if you can’t catch up. Does Celia know?”


“I’m going to tell her.”


“Next is Yugo. Who’s he? Your bookie?”


Ward nodded. “I’ve had a bit of bad luck at the track.”


“Bad luck in the amount of a hundred and twenty-five thousand?”


Ward nodded. “I could win that back in a week.”


“But in the meantime, they might want their money,” said Jesse. “Have they put pressure on you to pay it back?”


“A few phone calls.”


“And you made promises of repayment?”


“Not empty promises.” Ward raised his voice. “I always pay them back and this time will be no different. I have a lot of great listings out in West Lake Hills. If I sell a couple of big properties this week, I’ll be all caught up.”


“Let’s talk about the last time you talked to Yugo on the phone,” said Jesse. “Did he give you a date—a deadline—that you had to pay back what you owed?”


“He mentioned a date.”


Jesse picked up his pen. “When was it?”


 “A week ago. March fifth.”


“The day before Mrs. Churchill was shot,” said Jesse. “What a coincidence. You didn’t pay on March fifth, and bingo, the morning of March sixth Mrs. Churchill gets a bullet in the head. Did that ring any bells when it happened, Mr. Ingram?”


“No, it didn’t at the time. In fact, it never crossed my mind. I’ve dealt with those guys for years and we’re friends. What are you insinuating, Ranger, that Yugo sent somebody to kill me because I didn’t pay on time?”


“Could have happened that way.”


“That would never happen. Those guys are business men, not killers. You’d never make me believe it without proof.”


“No proof yet. All we have is the bullet removed from Sienna Churchill’s head during the autopsy. That alone will be proof enough when we find the gun.”


Ward fiddled with his hands. “I think you’re wrong. If that scenario was true they would have tried again, wouldn’t they?”


“Unless you’ve made a payment,” said Jesse. “If they think they can get their money back, they might give you a break.”


“I’m strapped for cash right now.”


Jesse stood up and turned off the recorder. “If I were you, Mr. Ingram, I’d watch my back.”


Ward Ingram looked a little pale as he left the interrogation room. “Thanks for the advice, Ranger.”


 


BLAINE sent the boys home after an exhausting day of searching for Ewing Thompson. The fucker would rear his ugly head when they least expected it and more people would be dead. Count on it.


On the way home from the airport area at the east end of the city, Blaine had taken a detour and circled north looking for Mattie Larch. Lou and Mattie’s house was locked up tight and nobody was there. Jack and Greg could take surveillance on the house overnight in case she happened to come home. He’d send Farrell to watch Lou and the band at the club. See if Mattie dropped in there.


Blaine drank his second Corona while Carm buzzed around the kitchen making a late dinner for he and Farrell. Misty and Carm had already eaten. His cell rang. DPS.


“Hey Freddie, got something?”


“The rented Lexus that Thompson was driving turned up abandoned at a strip mall in the north end. I sent a tow.”


“Great, thanks, Freddie. He must have changed rides, or he’s holed up licking the bullet hole Lane put in him.”


“Glad we got one slug in him, Ranger B, after what he did to the Chief. Take a bit of the devil out of him.”


Blaine chucked. “Yeah, but how much?”


After dinner, Blaine did a bit of research into Mattie Larch and found out she worked at Saint David’s. He put a call into the head of the nursing staff at the hospital and was informed Miss Mattie had called in sick to work.


Okay, where is she?


 


FARRELL HIT T n T around ten and Lou was at the mic blasting out one of his own tunes. The guy was great. An amazing talent. Too bad he was mixed up in his brother’s downward spiral.


I’d hate to see Lou dead. He’s going places.


Farrell drank a pitcher of Lone Star and listened to the first set while he watched for Mattie. When the band took a break, Lou noticed him and nodded as he headed to the men’s room.


He’ll warn Mattie off if she was coming to the roadhouse.






 




CHAPTER TEN


Saturday, March 14th.


 


EWING SLEPT the clock around. As furious as he was about the safe being empty, he was smart enough to realize he couldn’t do anything about it until he was stronger. Hell, he couldn’t even walk to the bathroom and back without lying down for twenty minutes to fuckin recover.


He’d ordered food the night before around eight o’clock and had eaten most of the steak and half the potato before he had to lie down again. He swallowed a double dose of the pain pills Mattie had left for him and crashed. He hadn’t heard a sound for twelve hours and felt better for it. A little better.


The throbbing pain in his arm was picking up the pace and that might have been what woke him up. He hoisted himself up onto the side of the bed and reached for the packet of pills Mattie had put there. None left.


I’ll have to buy Advil or something stronger.


The house phone rang on the nightstand and he thought about not answering, but the button was flashing for the front desk and the last thing he wanted was some dumb ass coming to his room to check on him. “Yeah?”


“I noticed on your account, Mr. Hunt, that you’re due to check out this morning and I wondered if you’d like to extend your stay with us?”


“One more day,” Ewing said in a whisper. He couldn’t check out. Not yet.


“And how will you be paying for the extra day, sir?”


“Cash. I’ll pay cash.”


“Thank you, sir. Have a wonderful day.”


Ewing reached for his wallet on the nightstand. “How much do I have?” He glanced across the room at the empty safe and his temper flared.


I’ll kill her.


 


TRAVIS did a careful check of the house before allowing Mr. and Mrs. Leighton into their home. He returned to his truck, helped an ailing Mrs. Leighton down from the side step, then retrieved her luggage from the back. The DA grabbed hold of his own suitcase and walked alongside Travis with one hand supporting his wife.


“Wonderful to be getting back home, isn’t it, honey?”


“It is, dear,” Mrs. Leighton smiled at her husband, “although Adele treated me like a queen at her house. She spoiled me.”


Travis held the door while the Leightons entered and got settled inside. He’d had little to do since this assignment began and he wished Thompson was behind bars, so he could go back to his regular work with the team.


 


BLAINE CALLED Mattie Larch’s employer again—Saint David’s hospital—to see if she’d shown up for work this morning.


The woman in charge of scheduling the nursing staff, a Miss Amy Winslow, didn’t sound pleased that Mattie had not come in for her shift. “No, Ranger Blackmore, she didn’t come in for her seven o’clock shift and she didn’t call to let me know she wasn’t coming. Very unlike Mattie. She’s one of our best nurses. Always on time and always dependable.”


“If you hear from her, Ms. Winslow, would you please contact me at this number. It’s urgent.”


“Is Mattie in some kind of trouble with the law, Ranger Blackmore?”


“She may have gotten herself in a bad situation. It would be best for her if I found her quickly.”


“I see. I hope she calls me.”


Farrell sat down with a cup of coffee and heard the end of the conversation. “Where the hell is she, bro? Not at Lou’s house and she ain’t at work.”


Blaine shrugged. “Either Ewing has her in his hotel room—if they haven’t already split—or she got away from him and she’d hiding somewhere.”


“But you can be damn sure, Lou knows where she is,” said Farrell. “I say bring him in and have Jesse question him. Be the quickest way.”


“Yeah, you’re right,” said Blaine. “Let’s pick him up, bring him in and formally question him. Show him we ain’t playing nice anymore. We’ll call Jesse on the way.”


Farrell grinned. He was an action guy.


 


JESSE plopped Charity down in her playpen in the corner of the training ring. “You play with your toys while Daddy trains the horses, okay?”


“Ty,” she said. “Play Ty.”


“You can’t play with Tyler today, he has a horse show. I should be helping him, but I can’t. Paulie will help him.”


Charity pointed at the cell and Jesse smiled. “Yep, its ringing.”


“Hey, Blacky.”


“Farrell and I are going to bring Lou Thompson in for an interview. Do you want to handle it?”


“Aw, shit, I can’t. Sorry. Ty and Paulie are at a show and I have Charity to watch and training to do for a customer.”


“Don’t worry about it. I can do it, and the way things have been going, we might not even find him. Seems we can’t find our own asses.”


“Don’t get down on yourself, kiddo. You’ll bring Thompson in. Takes work.”


“Ain’t that the truth.”


 


BOSS ain’t coming?” asked Farrell as they pulled into Lou Thompson’s driveway.


“The boys are at a horse show and he has Charity to look after and training to do.”


Farrell shrugged. “You can handle it.”


“Course I can.” Blaine parked directly behind Lou’s truck, so he couldn’t get out of the drive. “Jesse just has a lot more patience than I do, and he gets more out of them.” Blaine pointed. “What do you want? Front or back?”


“I’ll take the back.” Farrell grinned. “If he’s rabbiting, I get the best chance to take him down. And I might not be gentle.”


Blaine shook his head and rang the bell while Farrell shot around the corner of the garage and headed for the back entrance.


Lou wore a tired and pissed off look on his face when he opened the door. “You guys here again?”


“I’d like you to come to headquarters and talk to us, Mr. Thompson. Things have heated up and we need you to be forthcoming.”


“I ain’t going to DPS, I’ll tell you that right now.” He tried to push the door shut and Blaine shoved his Harley boot in the crack. “Do you want me to use force, Mr. Thompson?”


“That’s a fuckin joke. I’m way bigger than you.”


“Maybe, but Ranger Donovan has it all over you, sir.”


Lou turned his head to look for Farrell and Blaine pushed inside. “Cuffs or no cuffs? Your choice.”


“I don’t need no fuckin cuffs. All right, I’ll go talk to you in a sweaty little room, if that’s what this is all about.”


Farrell loped around the corner of the house and met them at the truck. “Hey, Lou, how’s your day going?”


“Shut up, fucker.” Lou gave Farrell an enthusiastic hand signal.


Blaine helped Lou into the back seat of his monster truck and slammed the door.


 


ANNIE saw Lane’s orange Jeep pull up to the gate at eleven forty-five. He was early.


Doesn’t matter. I have no life.


She opened the front door to greet him as he walked from the parking area in front of the garage towards the house. “Hey, there. Come on in. Did you eat lunch?”


“I had a late breakfast.” He flashed her a grin and she realized what a hot looking guy he was. Dark hair, dark eyes and tanned. Wow was he tanned. Former Seal, maybe he spent a lot of time in the water.


“How about a beer and a sandwich?” Annie asked. “That’s what I was going to make for my lunch as you drove in.”


“Sure, I’m easy.”


Annie giggled. “I’m not saying it.”


“Don’t. I barely know you and I shouldn’t have said that. I apologize.”


“It’s okay. I’m not easily offended.” Annie opened the door of the Sub-Zero and pulled out two cans of Lone Star and the fixings for a smoked meat sandwich. “How about Montreal smoked meat?”


“I don’t know much about Montreal meat.”


“I like it, but then again, I’m Canadian.” She handed Lane a beer, then opened one for herself and poured it into a glass.


Annie made the sandwiches, added mustard and opened a jar of pickles. She carried everything over to the harvest table and sat down.


She took a bite of her sandwich. “I should have eaten earlier, but I was working in the barn. Sorry.”


“You don’t have to be sorry. I’m on your time.”


“Why did you think you needed more coaching, or did you just want to practice?”


“Both.” Lane explained about not killing Ewing Thompson when he had the opportunity. “Granted, it was dark, and he was running full out, but if I’d been a tiny bit more accurate he’d be dead. It would have saved lives in the long run, and it bothered me ever since it happened.”


 “Well, then, let’s see what we can do to sharpen your aim.”


 


BLAINE opened the door of interrogation room number two and showed Lou Thompson to his seat. “You can sit here, Mr. Thompson and I’ll get you a coffee or a cold drink. Whatever you prefer.”


“Don’t want nothing from y’all. Get it over with and let me go home. This is Saturday night; out biggest show of the week and I have a rehearsal at three o’clock.”


Blaine turned on the recorder, gave his name and the date and Lou’s name. “If you’re in a big rush to leave, just tell me what I want to know, and I’ll have a squad take you home.”


“I don’t know where my brother is. I’ve already told you guys that.”


“Okay, maybe I believe that, but Mattie Larch knows where he is, and you definitely know where she is.”


“That’s what you want? You want Mattie?”


“You sound surprised,” said Blaine. “She has the information I need, and I’ll tear this city apart to find her before more people die,”


“You couldn’t find my brother.” Lou smirked. “What makes you think you can find Mattie any easier?”


“Because you’re going to help me.”


“No, I’m not. Mattie is scared of Ewing and I’m not giving her up.”


“Mattie aided and abetted a felon. She’s officially wanted and you’re helping her.”


“She had to help him. She’s a nurse.”


“Uh huh. She could have cleaned him up at your house, then called the police when he left. That would have been the smart thing to do. But she didn’t do that. What exactly did she do, Lou? You sure as hell are antsy about something.”


Lou was drenched in sweat, his long dark brown hair damp and curling around his neck.


“I’m antsy because my brother is out there, and he wants my wife. The second day he got out of prison, he attacked her on the kitchen floor and I had to pull him off her. He beat her up because she said ‘no’ to him.”


“I’m sorry about that, Lou. What do you think will happen when he finds her this time?”


“He won’t find her. She’s long gone.”


“Oh, yeah? Out of state? Out of the country? What?”


“Doesn’t matter. She’s not in Austin where my brother can find her.”


“You’re making it sound like she’s afraid for her life and why would she be if he wants her back? If Mattie fixed Ewing up and saved his sorry life, why would he want to kill her? Doesn’t make sense to me. Just because she didn’t stay with him he’d hunt her down and kill her?”


“Umm… yeah, he wants her back bad. She didn’t want to go with him, but she told me she’d go to his hotel room and fix him up to keep him away from our house and keep him out of our lives.”


That sounds like a big lie.


“First you said Ewing forced her to go, and now you tell me Mattie went to get him away from y’all. Which one is it?”


“He was making her go, then she went just to get rid of him. Kind of a compromise.”


“A compromise, eh? I’m not buying it, Lou.”


“Tough.” Lou folded his arms across his plaid shirt and set his jaw. He wouldn’t be saying much more.


 “Now that Mattie is safely out of the way, why don’t you tell me which hotel your brother is staying at and let me pick him up. Then you can get your life back to normal.”


“I want that, Ranger Blackmore. I honest to goodness do, but Mattie wouldn’t tell me where he was. She was afraid I’d go there myself, face off against Ew and get killed. She told me as soon as she was safe, she’d call you.”


“And I’m supposed to believe that?”


“I wish you would. It’s the truth.”


“If Ewing took Mattie to his hotel room and wanted her to stay with him, how did she get away?”


“I asked her that same question, because Ew can be brutal and he always gets what he wants. I was scared out of my mind the whole time she was gone.”


“Explain to me how she got away from him.”


 “When he was half out of it from the bullet wound and the blood loss, she gave him a shot and left the hotel room when he passed out.”


Blaine tapped his pen on his yellow pad and sorted through the lies and half-truths.


Why is Mattie hiding? She’s the one person who’s not afraid of Ewing. Robbery thought she was his partner all along, according to Farrell. And why did she want to patch Ewing up at his hotel and not at Lou’s house?


“Oh, Mother Mary and Joseph,” Blaine was on his feet pacing when he figured it out. “Lou, tell me I’m wrong. Please tell me Mattie didn’t take the money.”


 


EWING rested all day, trying for enough strength to get off the bed and leave the hotel before he had to come up with more cash for the extra day.


He’d stared at the empty safe a thousand and one times during the day, purposely leaving the door open, and each time he focused on that empty space, his resolve to find Mattie and hurt her a hundred different ways hardened.


I’ll find the bitch, kill her and take my money back.


He gathered up his few belongings, left the suit hanging in the closet, and ventured into the carpeted corridor.


The stairs were his first choice, but he couldn’t do more than one flight. A fact he couldn’t ignore. It had to be the elevator.


The bell dinged at lobby level and Ewing stepped out onto the slippery marble floor and almost wiped out. Not too steady on his feet—at least not yet. By the end of the night he’d be himself. That was the bullshit he was feeding himself.


Two people were talking to the clerk at the registration desk and holding his attention. Good. Ewing sailed right through the lobby and out the glass doors. He turned right, shuffled across the drop-off area to the street and spotted a bus stop on the corner. Had he ever ridden the bus? Not that he recalled.


He sat down in the shelter and waited next to a couple of kids. Tall black dude with short white girl, both staring at their phones and ignoring him. Just the way he liked it.


With a whiff of diesel and a screech of brakes, the bus pulled up to the curb and the three of them hopped on. Ewing had enough change in his pocket to go three stops—the driver pointed to the front seat and said he’d tell him when he’d reached the limit of his funds. He felt like a skid and it pissed him off knowing he had more money than everybody on the fuckin bus put together.


A mile down the road, the driver pulled over and let Ewing off the bus in front of the Holiday Inn. Rested a little from his mile ride, he trudged slowly into the parking lot, spotted an old white-haired guy walking towards a vehicle with keys in his hand.


Ewing followed along until they reached the gray Nissan, then he grabbed the old guy from behind, knocked him to the pavement and bashed his head against the asphalt a couple of times.


The old guy groaned as Ewing rolled him away from the car. “Shut up, you old fart. Be thankful I’m letting you live.”


He picked up the keys, slumped in behind the wheel barely able to breathe and shoved the key in the ignition.






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Sunday, March 15th.


 


The Ides of March.


JESSE woke when he heard a little voice on the monitor next to his head. Charity was awake and talking to her teddies like she did every morning. She rarely cried unless something was wrong. Jesse smiled, listening to her jabber away. Just the sound of her sweet baby voice filled him with joy. Then he heard a second voice and Charity was laughing out loud. Something she did with more frequency when her Uncle Tyler was with her.


Jesse smiled as he sat on the side of the bed and waited for his heart to catch up with him. He’d improved noticeably since he’d been seeing Jan Wagner on a professional level, but once he tried to put a personal twist on things, the beautiful lady doctor was not happy with his heart rate, his blood pressure and a lot of other stuff he didn’t want to think about.


She made the call and said although she was interested and attracted to him, he wasn’t ready for the added stress a new relationship would put on him. They had to wait and see each other only casually for the time being.


But today was the day, and Jan was coming for a casual Sunday dinner.


 


BLAINE sat at his favorite antique table—the one he and Annie had picked out together—in the window alcove of his kitchen, nursing his third mug of coffee and wondering if they’d ever get a break on Ewing Thompson. The hundreds of people they’d shown his picture to at all those hotels out by the airport, and not one person recognized him. How was that possible? Somebody had to have seen something. It was the law of averages or Murphy’s law of spotting cons or something.


“What are you looking so miserable about?” Farrell clunked into the kitchen in boxers and cowboy boots and poured himself a coffee. He trucked over to the table carrying the sugar bowl and a spoon and plopped down.


“We need a break, bro. Phone call, a new sighting, anything. This morning, I’d take anything at all, no matter how small.”


“Won’t be no good winds blowing our way today,” said Farrell as he sat spooning sugar into his coffee. “Ides of March are upon us.”


“You fucking dork.” Blaine gave a chuckle. “Since when do you quote the Bard?”


“Mom says that.”


“Bullshit, she does. I never heard her say it once.”


Farrell whipped out his phone. “I’m calling her.” He waited then when Annie answered he put it on speaker. “Hey, Mom, what day is this?”


Annie giggled. “Why are you asking me that? Let me check. Oh, the Ides of March are upon us. Be careful, my love.”


“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”


Blaine was shaking his head at Farrell and about to launch into a barrage of insults when his cell rang. “Lieutenant Lopez, lovely to hear from you on a Sunday morning.”


“Shove it, Blacky. I should be home sleeping.”


“What have you got for me?”


“Not sure he’s yours but trying my best not to miss my tee off time in an hour.”


Blaine laughed. “You’re trying to dump a body on me?”


“Hey, I think he belongs to you. Ward Ingram.”


“Fuck,” hollered Blaine. “Yeah, he’s mine all right. Where the hell is he?”


“He’s reclining at one of his real estate listings in West Oak,” said Lopez. “This is the address.”


 


EWING rolled over in bed and woke himself with a groan. “Got any Advil?” he poked the girl lying next to him and she opened sleepy eyes.


“Maybe some in the bathroom.”


“Go get it.”


“Don’t boss me around.”


“You invited me here.”


“That was a couple years ago when we were writing steady,” she said. “I got better sense now than to write to cons in the slam.”


“Yeah, and I got better things to do than hang around with a dog like you, but I had nowhere else to go.”


“Don’t call me a dog or you can get out of my trailer.”


“Woof,” said Ewing. “Get the hell out of this bed and get me some pain pills.” He kicked her scrawny leg as hard as he could, then wished he hadn’t wasted the effort when he felt like puking.


 


FARRELL GROWLED out the truck window. “How can the media hounds get here ahead of us, bro?”


“Better scanners than us,” mumbled Blaine. “Jesus, they’ve got the road gridlocked.”


“Smash into the fuckers,” said Farrell, his vehemence showing. “You’ve got the goods on the front of this baby.”


Blaine turned on the siren and the strobes and waited not too patiently until three or four vans with call letters moved out of his way. When it became possible, he drove in the driveway of the property listed for sale and parked behind the Medical Examiner’s van.


The front door of the rambling stone house stood open and all the activity seemed to be centered in the expansive foyer. Ward Ingram lay in a heap on the white marble floor where he’d fallen when the two bullets struck him in the head. A large pool of Ward’s blood surrounded his head, pumped out by his closing heart beats.


“Double tap,” said Farrell. “Same hitter.”


“Who did Jesse say the bookie was in his copy of the interview?” asked Blaine.


“Guy named Yugo.”


“Jesse was convinced this was all about Ward Ingram and his debt to the wrong people.”


“Boss is probably right,” said Farrell. “Usually is.”


Blaine nodded. “Yep. Yugo didn’t get his money and bingo—now there’s two people dead,” said Blaine. “One was the wrong person and now he got the right guy. We need an address for Yugo.”


Lopez crossed the foyer and pointed. “That’s the client and his wife sitting in the kitchen, Blacky. Mr. and Mrs. Cornell. They found the body.”


“You took their statement?”


“Uh huh. I’ll make sure you get a copy.”


“I’ll speak to them for a minute.” Blaine strode into the all-white kitchen and greeted the witnesses. “I’m Blaine Blackmore, and I’m sorry you had to be detained until I got here. I know you’ve given your statements to Austin Homicide, but just run through quickly for me—let’s see—start when you pulled in the drive.”


“Nice to meet you, Ranger Blackmore,” said the wife. “I’ve seen you on TV.”


“I’ll start,” said the husband. “I parked the car and Mr. Ingram’s Beemer was already here. We walked up to the house together, pausing to look at the view and the flower beds. Cindy said the house looked too big and I told her to wait until we saw the whole thing.”


“We don’t need this much space or to spend this much money if there’s only the two of us,” she said.


“Go ahead and finish, Mr. Cornell.”


“We didn’t ring the bell or anything because the double front doors were both wide open and we could plainly see Mr. Ingram.


“It was so terrible,” said Mrs. Cornell. “I never saw a dead person before. Only at a funeral home.”


“There was no one around when you arrived?” asked Blaine. “No vehicles on the road that you noticed. You might have passed one on the way up the street?”


“Umm… we did pass that Jeep with the doors off,” said Mrs. Cornell. “Member I said, ‘that looks like fun.”


Mr. Cornell gave his wife a blank stare.


“What color was the Jeep, Mrs. Cornell?”


“Black and shiny. It looked new. New and fun.”


“Excellent.” He nodded to Farrell and his brother was getting it all down. “Now think about the driver for a minute. Who was driving the Jeep with no doors?”


“This is fun,” she said. “It’s like a game, isn’t it?”


Her husband frowned at her.


“Did he look tall behind the wheel?” asked Blaine.


“Tall and straight as an arrow and his hair was buzzed like a military dude.”


“Blond or dark?”


“Fair hair and reflector shades. You know—those blue ones.” She stared at Farrell for a minute and looked twice at his hat. “No hat.”


“No hat. Good.”


“How did you see all that, Cindy? We passed him in a couple of seconds.”


Mrs. Cornell shrugged. “I don’t know how. I just did.”


“Wonderful memory,” Mrs. Cornell. “Anything about the Jeep? Sign, sticker, tag numbers, letters?”


“In the passenger corner of the windshield there was one of those blue stickers that lets you park up close.”


“A handicap sticker?”


“Yep. He had one.”


“How did you see that, Cindy? I don’t believe you, sometimes.”


“Your wife has been extremely helpful, Mr. Cornell. I appreciate it.”


“Can we leave now, Ranger?”


“Yes, thanks. You can go.”


The Cornell’s left for their car and Blaine said, “Bro, have the unis check all the neighbors for this shiny black Jeep with a handicap sticker. I hope to hell none of them have one and we’ll get a BOLO out on it.”


 


CELIA STONE opened the door of the condo with a blank look on her face. “Police here again? I’ve got nothing else to tell y’all.”


“May we come in?” asked Blaine. “We have some unpleasant news to deliver.”


“Unpleasant, then it must involve Ward,” her voice took on an edge. “What’s he done?”


“He died,” said Blaine. “Someone killed him at the house he was about to show this morning.”


Celia never flinched. “Why would anybody kill Ward?”


“He owed a lot of money to people who weren’t happy about it.”


“That I believe,” she said. “It’s a wonder the condo people didn’t kill him too.”


“You don’t sound too grief-stricken, Ms. Stone,” said Blaine.


“I’m not. In fact, I was packing when you knocked on the door. Ward and I are over.”


“Where will you be moving, Ms. Stone?”


“I’m not going far. Just moving next door with Bartley Churchill.”


“Would you happen to know who Mr. Ingram’s next of kin is, ma’am?” asked Farrell.


“Umm… sure. He has a brother and a sister, but both are out of state. Hang on and I’ll get you their numbers from his book.”


Celia came back with the book and handed it to Blaine. “I’d like to keep this for now if you don’t mind. Might help me track down Mr. Ingram’s murderer.”


“Will crime scene people be coming to the condo?” she asked.


“No, the crime scene is at the property where he died, but I might need to come here to look for certain things. Could I have a key, temporarily?”


“Sure, we have an extra we leave for the cleaning service—well, back when we could afford a cleaning service.”


 


LOU CALLED the number Mattie had texted him and waited until she answered. “Are you almost finished?”


“No, I can’t do anything on a Sunday. I have to do it tomorrow and it might take more than a day to open the account and get the transfers all done. Why don’t you come down here?”


“I can’t,” said Lou. “The cops are watching the house.”


“You’re not a criminal. You can leave the country if you want to.”


“One of those guys from the Blackmore Agency will follow me to where you are. They want you, Mattie.”


“I’ll be back in a day or two and the money will be safe. No one can take it from us no matter what happens.”


“Ewing might be able to make you give it back,” said Lou. “He’s not going to take this lightly.”


“Ew won’t come back there. Don’t worry about him.”


“Don’t worry? My brother would kill me in a nanosecond if he thought I was in on taking his money. He’ll come back here to find out where you are, I’m damn sure of it.”


“You aren’t gonna tell him, and he’ll be dead in a couple days, so how will he find out?”


 


BLAINE called Cat on the way home after speaking to Celia. “There’s been a development in Mrs. Churchill’s murder.”


“Did you find out who killed her?”


“No, but what I do know for almost certain, is she was not the intended victim. Mrs. Churchill was killed by mistake.”


Cat began weeping. “That’s so unfair.”


“It is sad and unfair. I didn’t want to upset you again, but there’s been a second victim and you had to know.”


“Do I know them?”


“You do. Ward Ingram was killed this morning at one of his listings. I believe he was the target all along.”


“Why?”


“He owed a large amount of money to bad people,” said Blaine.


“Celia must be devastated,” said the Governor.


“Not so much,” said Blaine. “She was moving out when Farrell and I went to do the notification.”


“They were splitting up?”


“Uh huh.”


I’m not telling her about Bartley Churchill.


“If Max is deceased, why doesn’t she stay in the condo?”


“Ward was behind on the payments and it’s going to be foreclosed on at the end of the month.”


“Oh,” said Cat. “I didn’t know things were so bad for them. Did Celia say where she was going?”


Blaine skirted around that one. “Do you want to keep in touch with her?”


“Not really. Just curious.”


“You could call her,” said Blaine.


“I’ll do that.”


 


JESSE sat on the porch with Charity on his knee waiting for Jan to arrive for dinner.


“Down, Daddy,” said Charity.


Jesse grinned at his daughter, dressed up in a frilly pink dress and matching shoes. “If I let you down, you’ll be dirty inside of a minute, little girl.”


Charity wiggled and tried to get free of him and he laughed. “I’m stronger than you.”


“Mad, Daddy.”


Jesse snorted. “Are you getting mad at Daddy?”


She nodded her head and her dark curls bounced. Her hair was identical to her mother’s and though Jesse loved Charity’s hair it made him sad for Lacey at the same time.


“Stay on the porch.” Jesse pointed at the wide curving steps and shook his head. “Do not go down the steps.”


She nodded and smiled, happy to be getting her own way.


Jesse set her down and she tore around the porch from one end to the other and back again.


“Don’t run so fast. You’ll fall.” He got to his feet to keep an eye on her and caught sight of Jan driving down the long laneway. “Here comes Jan. Come and say hello to her.”


Charity turned at the far end of the porch and ran at full speed back towards Jesse who was standing at the top of the steps. She tripped, and he tried to catch her as she fell, but she rolled past him and tumbled down the three wooden steps to the ground.


Jan broke into a run from her car and scooped a wailing Charity up. “Don’t cry, baby. You’re okay.” She carried the baby up the steps and handed her to Jesse. “Sit down with her, Jesse.”


Pale as a ghost, Jesse sank into one of the wicker chairs holding Charity close to him. Filled with panic, he couldn’t speak. Not a breath of air was left in his body.


Jan stood next to him, one hand on the pulse in his neck and with the other she stroked his hair to calm him. “I’ll get you some water.”


“I’m okay,” he said in a whisper.


Jan shook her head. “No, you’re not.” She hurried inside to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water. “Drink a few sips and sit quietly for a couple of minutes.


Charity had stopped crying and was holding tight to Jesse’s neck with both arms. Her right knee was skinned and bleeding.


Jan bent down and tried to take her. “Let’s wash off your knee and put a bandage on it.”


She shook her head and clung tighter to Jesse.


Tyler came out the door and greeted Jan. “Hi, Doctor Wagner. Did I hear crying out here?” He held his arms out for Charity and she pointed to her knee.


“What happened, little girl?”


“She fell down the steps,” said Jesse and Ty barely heard his brother Jesse was so short of breath.


Tyler nodded at Jan with concern in his eyes. “Come on wild girl. Looks like you ripped your dress too.” Tyler picked her up and took her inside.


 


EWING cleaned himself up in the cramped bathroom of Kristin’s little trailer. More pain killers and a couple more shots of whiskey and he’d be good to go.


“You look better,” she said as he headed for the door. “Where you going?”


“Out.”


“Can I come?” She jumped up and crossed the kitchen in three strides.


“Don’t matter. I guess you can.”


Outside, Ewing stared at the car for a minute then said, “You drive. Be easier for me.”


“I don’t have a license.”


“So what? You gotta learn some time.” He got in the passenger side and closed the door.


“How do I start it?” Kirstin fiddled with the keys.


“Shove the key in—the fat black one—and turn it.” The engine roared to life and she smiled. “I’m driving.”


“Not yet, you ain’t.”


“What are these letters?”


“Oh, fuck, girl. You don’t know how to drive. Put it in reverse—that’s ‘R’.


She pulled the shifter down and the car didn’t move.


“Step on the gas,” hollered Ewing.


She stamped down hard on the gas and the car shot backwards from her trailer across the road and smashed into a pickup parked at the neighbor’s.


Ewing reached over and rammed the shifter into ‘park’ causing great pain to his left arm. “You fucking idiot.” Ewing twisted around and punched her over the console with his right hand. “Get out. I’m gonna drive.”


Ewing staggered out of the car and was rounding the hood when the neighbor came out to investigate the noise.


“Hey, did you assholes crash my truck?”


“Just a dent,” hollered Ewing. “Can hardly notice it.”


“I’m getting a flashlight and we’ll see what we can notice.” He ran back into his trailer and Ewing took off.


“Ted’s gonna be pissed,” said Kirstin. “He’s got a temper.”


“So have I.”


“You didn’t need to hit me, Ewing. I told you I couldn’t drive.”


“Yeah, you did. Sorry, kid.”


 


THE T n T ROADHOUSE was rocking into their first Sunday night set when Ewing and Kirstin arrived. All the booths and tables were crammed full of customers and there were only a couple of empty stools at the bar. Ewing pointed, and Kirstin sat down.


“I’ll have a shot of Petron,” she said to the bartender and Ewing nodded that he’d have the same.


The bartender poured the shots and asked them if they were running a tab.


“Yeah, put it on Lou’s tab. He invited us.”


“Sure, okay.”


When the band broke at the end of the set, Ewing stood up. “I have to talk to my brother for a minute. You wait here.”


“I want to go with you.”


“No. Stay put.” He shuffled down the back hallway that contained washrooms marked with male and female sticks of dynamite, then a couple of dressing rooms for the entertainment, then the manager’s office.


Ewing opened a door with his brother’s name on it and walked in on a couple of band members having a beer with his brother. Lou glanced up, saw who it was and said, “You guys give us a minute?”


“Sure Lou,” said the drummer who was a big guy with a black beard and a lot of tats. He eyed Ewing up and down and sneered at him. “Call if you need me.”


As soon as they were gone, Ewing said, “Tell me where Mattie is with my money.”


“Don’t know. She left and didn’t tell me where she was going.”


Ewing swung his right fist and connected with Lou’s eye. “Try again. You know damn well where she is. Tell me now.”


Lou swiped the blood away from above his eye with the back of his wrist, made a fist and smashed Ewing a wicked one in the middle of his face. Ewing went down with a grunt and Lou roared. He kicked his brother in his wounded arm three times in succession, then left Ewing clutching his arm and rolling on the floor groaning.


Lou stepped into the hallway and called Blaine. “This is Lou, Ranger. Come now and hurry. My brother is here right now at the club.”


 


BLAINE drained his last Corona and stood up to head for bed.


“Don’t you want to see the ending, Beb?”


“Too tired, Mist,” said Blaine. “You can tell me how it ends tomorrow.”


“I’ll stay up with you,” said Farrell to Misty. “I never leave before the fucking ending.”


Blaine was in the process of giving his brother a hand signal when his cell rang on his belt. He grabbed for it and stepped into the foyer away from the TV. “Blackmore.” He listened to Lou talking fast on the other end of the line. “I’m on my way, Lou.” To Farrell: “Ewing’s at the club.”


Farrell was on his feet and out the door ahead of Blaine.


Traffic was light with the lateness of the hour, but it still took them a good twenty minutes to reach the roadhouse. Blaine had alerted patrols in the area to meet him there to keep Ewing from getting away, but they weren’t successful.


Lou was ready to go back on stage for the next set. “I tried to keep him here and we had a helluva fight. I beat him up good, but the girl helped him get to the car.”


“What girl?” asked Farrell.


“Some young chick he was with,” said Lou. “Looked about twelve but they carded her at the door.”


“See what they were driving?” Farrell had his notebook.


“Gray. It was gray. Might have been a Nissan.”


“Tag?”


“No tag. I just stuck my head out the door and caught a glimpse of it pulling away.”


“Thanks for your effort, Lou,” said Blaine. “I’ll get this out and maybe we’ll snag the car.”


“Gotta get him, man. He’s gonna kill Mattie.”


“That’s the gospel,” said Farrell.


 





 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Monday, March 16th.


 


BLAINE AND JESSE met in Chief Calhoun’s office first thing Monday morning. Blaine brought coffee and so did Jesse.


Calhoun laughed. “Two each. I should be wired until lunch. Sit down boys and let’s sort out this Churchill mess.” He patted the blue murder book on his desk.


“Ward Ingram was the second try yesterday,” said Jesse, “and damn it all, I spelled it out for him. The last thing I said to him in the interview was ‘Be careful, this is all about you.”


“Guess he wasn’t a good listener,” said Blaine.


“If the bookie has connections,” said Calhoun, “he’d have a hitter on the payroll, and both hits were definitely pro.”


Blaine recounted Mrs. Cornell’s description of the black Jeep. “BOLO out on it but haven’t heard anything yet. And yeah, it was a pro. I had to tell Cat that Mrs. Churchill’s execution was a mistake and that little morsel of information didn’t sit well with her Governorship.”


“Guess not,” said the Chief. “Bloody disaster for the Churchills.”


“Did you get a locate on the bookie?” asked Jesse.


Blaine nodded. “Uh huh. Got the phone number from Ingram’s book and ran it through for the address. Farrell and Pablo are there now bringing him in.”


The Chief’s phone rang, and he sneered at the number. “Fuckin feds.” He pressed the talk button. “Morning, Carl. Problem at a higher level?”


Jesse chuckled quietly and winked at Blacky.


“Yes, I do see. I believe I gave you my views on it from day one, and you ignored me. No, you’re damn right I’m not happy that you stepped in. Nothing to do with terrorism and I told you who was responsible five minutes after it fuckin happened.” A little red in the face, the Chief nodded a couple of times and ended the call. “Bastards dumped the train and bus terminals on me. No trace of terrorism.”


“Ewing’s own brand of terrorism,” said Jesse. “Terrifying for anyone there at the time.”


 


FARRELL followed the GPS to the address Blacky had come up with from the bookie’s phone number.


Pablo rode shotgun and he was an unknown quantity to Farrell. Army Ranger and outstanding service record, but Farrell hadn’t worked with Pablo before, and in a potential situation, it was dangerous not to know your partner.


‘You have arrived at your destination’, said the GPS babe. Farrell parked and stared at the store window. “This is a cake store.”


“Let’s check the back,” said Pablo. “A bookie wouldn’t advertise.”


“True, let’s do it.”


“I’ll take the back,” said Pablo and strode around the side of the building.


Farrell pushed through the glass front door and the smell of baking cakes filled the air. He smiled. “Smells good in here,” he said to the brunette behind the display counter. A long row of fancily decorated cakes in all sizes caught his eye. The icing looked extra thick on one of the round chocolate ones. “Yugo in?”


“Out back.” She pointed to a door at the end of the counter. “Go on through.”


“Thanks.” Farrell opened the door, walked down a short hallway and arrived at a little room outfitted with a cheap metal desk and a lot of TV screens mounted on the walls. The man behind the computer looked short sitting down, pudgy, bald with dark-rimmed glasses, and close to sixty. Shouldn’t be a problem. “Mr. Yugo?”


“Yeah, that’s me. Who are you?”


“Farrell Donovan.” He showed his credentials. “I’d like you to come to headquarters with me to answer some questions.”


“Nope. Too busy. Can’t come today.” His phone began ringing and he reached for it.


Farrell grabbed it. “Stand up Mr. Yugo. You’re under arrest on suspicion of murder.”


Yugo didn’t stand up. He leaned to his right, but before he could grab his gun from his desk drawer, Farrell had his SW against Yugo’s temple.


“Don’t do it,” said Farrell and Pablo was right beside him. “Place your hands on the desk. Do it now.”


Pablo grabbed Yugo’s wrist and snapped one cuff on. He jerked Yugo out of his chair and secured both hands behind his back.


“Now we’re ready to go,” said Farrell.


“You’ll regret this,” snarled Yugo.


“Probably,” said Farrell.


 


EWING sat at the little built-in Arborite table in Kirstin’s trailer and drank this third cup of coffee. “How long does it take to cook a fuckin egg?” he hollered at her.


“Hey, you’re lucky I have eggs. You haven’t forked over a single dime for groceries since you got here.” She stuck out her tongue. “Unannounced.”


I’ll cut her fuckin tongue off.


“I told you, I’d pay you off real good soon as I get my money back from the bitch who stole it.”


“And I’m supposed to believe you have tons of money and somebody ripped you off?” She laughed. “Not happening.”


“If I was closer, I’d clip you across the fuckin head.”


“Glad you can’t reach me then.” Kirstin stuck her tongue out again and Ewing wanted to choke her.


“How old are you anyway?”


“Twenty-two.”


“You act like you’re ten,” mumbled Ewing. “Make some toast or something. I’m starving to death.”


“Got no bread and I got no money to buy bread.”


“I’ll fix that after I eat.”


“How you gonna do that, Superman?”


“You just watch me.”


 


FARRELL AND PABLO brought Yugo into headquarters and secured him in interrogation room two. Farrell tapped twice on the Chief’s door and stuck his head in. “Yugo is in room two, boss. He’s whining for his lawyer. Don’t know what you’ll get out of him.”


Jesse stood up. “Good job, boys. Grab a coffee, then y’all can book him when I’m finished. Might be a short little chat if he’s lawyering up.”


“Where’s Blacky?” asked Pablo.


“Sitting in Mary’s car,” said Jesse. “They’re working on something for the paper. You can catch him out in the parking lot.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “You need Blacky?”


Pablo let out a breath. “Not really. Guess I’m so used to checking in after every mission I do it automatically.”


Farrell punched him in the shoulder. “Jesse saw you. He’s the boss too and he knows you’re back.”


 


JESSE set the recorder on the table in room two and sat down across from Yugo, the bookie. “Coffee or a drink, sir, before we get started?”


“Nothing will be getting started, Ranger. I don’t say one goddam word to the cops without my lawyer present. I know my rights.”


“Okay then, let’s cut to the chase. I’ll have the boys book you and read you your rights, then you can have your phone call.”


“I want my call now.”


Jesse shook his head. “Nope. Not happening in that order.” He walked to the door, pulled it open and beckoned to Farrell. “You and Pablo book him. Read him his rights and have him sign. First degree murder. Two counts. No bail.”


Yugo shot death rays at Jesse from beady dark eyes as Farrell led him away.


“Pablo,” said Jesse, “see you for a sec?”


“Sure, boss.”


“Make sure the Ranger on cell duty gets this message. No phone call for Mr. Yugo until tomorrow morning.”


Pablo grinned. “I’ll make sure.”


 


LOU THOMPSON stepped out of the shower and tore into his bedroom naked and dripping when he heard his cell. “I almost missed your call, Matts. How’s it going? Did you get the account open?”


“I applied and now I’m waiting to get approved. I walked down the street to a little café to get some coffee while I wait. Is Ew staying away from you?”


“Course not. He came to the club last night. He wants to know where you are.”


“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


“I hurt him more and I called that Latino Ranger to come get him, but Ew was gone before they got there. He had some chick helping him.”


“Who does he know after all those years in prison?”


“No idea. She looked like a skinny teenager. That’s all I saw.”


“Hope she doesn’t get herself killed. Be just like him.”


“Have you got a plan for when you come back? Like if Ew hasn’t been arrested yet—what are you gonna do?”


“I’ve been thinking about that, and maybe I shouldn’t come back until they have him locked up.”


“Be best if you didn’t, but I’m missing you. It’s lonely here.”


“You can take out any money you need from your new checking account if you decide to come down here. I miss you too, sugar.”


“Don’t think my boss would like me taking off. He’s always raving on about how my band is good for business.”


“You and your band are his business, Lou. You guys keep that bar running. He doesn’t appreciate your talent like he should.”


“He’s good to me, Matts. Real good.”


 


MARY POLITO sat in Blaine’s truck going over the details of Mrs. Churchill’s murder. “But we’re not coming out and saying that her murder has been solved, are we, Blaine?”


“No, we can’t do that. We might never be able to officially close it if we never find the paid hitter.”


“You don’t think the bookie will give him up?”


“Those mob types know better than to give up anything. As soon as they do, they’re the next fatality.”


“Am I saying that Ward Ingram’s murder was related to Sienna Churchill’s murder?” asked Mary. “They seem so unrelated it’s hard to believe, even for me.”


“I think for today’s column we’ll just keep it simple. Do the story on Ward Ingram—man found dead at his real estate listing by the client he was to show the property to. Don’t give the client’s name. Say a suspect has been arrested and charged. The suspect is currently in custody.”


“Wow, you got him fast, Blaine.”


“Farrell and Pablo brought him in this morning.”


Mary nodded. Still pain in her dark eyes from losing Farrell.


 


“TIME TO GO,” said Ewing.


“Go where?” asked Kirstin.


“We need money and food and we’re gonna get both.”


“You don’t look so good tonight,” she said. “Your arm worse?”


“Yeah, it’s swollen and red and sore as hell. I need a goddam doctor.”


“I might know somebody,” she said.


“Let’s get job one done first,” said Ewing, “then we’ll worry about the doctor.”


“Whatever you say, honey. I don’t want you to hit me again.”


“I ain’t gonna hit you. What would I hit you for?”


“Cause I’m stupid and I can’t help it if I was born this way.”


Ewing groaned as his left arm touched the arm rest on the car door. He steered the Nissan out of the trailer park onto the highway using only his right hand. “Where’s the closest liquor store?”


“There’s stoplights at the next crossroad and there’s a Citgo and convenience there. Next door is a package store.”


“Good enough.” Ewing cruised along to the next road and pulled into the gas station. “Go inside and put everything you need on the counter. Get beer and Cokes and lots of food. Tell the jerk your boyfriend is coming in to pay. And just wait there, got it?”


Kirstin smiled. “Got it.” She hopped out of the car and ran into the store.”


Ewing trudged across the parking lot to the liquor store, waited until the solitary customer left and went inside. He picked up a bottle of Texas bourbon, set it on the counter and pulled the Glock out of his waistband. The clerk turned to ring in his purchase and Ewing put two quick ones in his head. Blood splattered all over the bottles on the shelves behind the cash as the clerk dropped behind the counter without a sound.


Ewing reached into the cash drawer, took all the money, picked up the bottle and jogged back to the gas station.


Kirstin stood at the cash counter, all her purchases in plastic bags ready to go.


“All ready, honey?” He smiled at the kid manning the cash register and asked how much.


“Forty-three fifty.”


Ewing peeled off two twenties and a ten from the wad of bills in his hand and said, “Keep the change.”






 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Tuesday, March 17th.


 


St. Patrick’s Day.


THE BLACKMORE AGENCY buzzed at eight a.m., the boys hyped on caffeine and the new cases, excited for work. They were always pumped when action was in the offing.


“Okay,” said Blaine,” standing at the head of the kitchen table with a coffee in his hand. “We’ve got a crime scene this morning. Lopez called with a liquor store robbery where the clerk was double tapped. I had asked him to advise me of anything that might smell like Thompson.”


“Where was the robbery, boss?” asked Fletcher.


“North east, out near New Sweden.”


“Wonder why he’d be out there?”


Blaine shrugged. “I’ll run the scene, then Farrell and Pablo will do the D to D. I can’t stay long because I’ve got to get back to the courthouse for Yugo Markowitz’s arraignment.


“On the arraignment will be Lily and Fletcher in the surveillance unit. If Yugo makes bail—which he should not—I want him covered off every second. The junkers will help with that in shifts.”


Lane sat with a raised brow wondering what hell he’d be assigned to. “Lane, I’ll speak to you in my office.” Blaine waved the rest out of the house. “Check your weapons and wait in the trucks, I’ll be there in a minute.”


Blaine jogged down the narrow hallway to his office, opened the door and ushered Lane in. He closed the door and pointed to one of the club chairs in front of his desk.


“Am I getting canned, boss?”


Blaine smirked. “That what it feels like?”


“Yep.”


“That ain’t it. I’m gonna talk and you listen. This ain’t a question period.”


“No, sir.”


“Annie is an invisible part of my team. In truth, she doesn’t work for me at all, but for someone else. Her work is classified and never discussed.”


“Okay.” Lane nodded.


“In the past when she’s been on assignment, she’s used Travis for backup. But the DA favors Travis and always has for his personal protection.”


“Okay,” said Lane. “Travis in on another job.”


“Correct. Annie knows that. She caught a new job and she has asked for you.”


 


COUNTY WINE AND LIQUOR was barricaded around the perimeter of the parking lot with squads and sawhorses. Blaine parked on the outer edge between two media vans and hopped out. Farrell parked his red Silverado behind the big black diesel.


One of the media hounds gave a shout out as soon as Blaine stepped out of the truck. “Hey, Ranger B. Why are you here for a liquor store holdup? Something bigger going on?”


“A man was murdered. Isn’t that big enough?” Blaine turned his back and went inside. Farrell and Pablo followed.


The Medical Examiner was crouched down behind the counter at the head of the victim, his assistant at the foot. The cash drawer hung open. All the slots cleaned out.


Blaine glanced around the store and all the displays were neat and tidy. “He wouldn’t have touched anything, if it was Thompson, except the cash drawer in passing. Might get a print there.”


“Think he’s hanging out near here, boss?” asked Farrell.


“Lou said he was with a young girl, so yeah, he might be around here if he’s bunking in with somebody until his wounds heal up.”


Outside, Blaine shaded his eyes against the morning sun and took in the whole area. “Not much around here, ranches, a few houses. Let’s see if they shopped next door.”


The trio trudged across a grassy ditch to the Citgo property next door. A couple of trucks were gassing up at the pumps.


Blaine stopped at the front counter. “Were you working last night when the liquor store was robbed?”


A blond girl with piercing in both eyebrows shook her head. “Nope, that was Sandy. He had the night shift.”


“I’d like Sandy’s address and phone number,” said Blaine.


“We’re not supposed to give out personal information.”


Blaine pointed to his credentials displayed on the counter in front of her. “This is a murder investigation, Miss, and I need to talk to Sandy.”


“Why don’t I give you his cell number and let him decide about his address?”


“Sure, that’s fine.”


She scribbled the number on a post-it and stuck it to Blaine’s creds. Blaine peeled it off and handed it off to Farrell. “You guys talk to Sandy.”


Back in the truck, Blaine drove past the liquor store and cruised a couple of the side roads, found nothing and turned around. He headed the other way and did the same thing.


“What are we looking for, boss?”


Blaine shrugged. “Not sure.” He turned down the next side line saw the sign for the mobile home park and nodded his head. “I’ll drop y’all off at your truck. Do a door to door in that trailer park, then find the clerk, Sandy, and interview him. See what y’all come up with.”


 


ENRICO GABRIELLO had a rep as one of the toughest defense attorneys in the state. Blaine hadn’t heard that he was defending wise guys, but maybe the money was too good to turn down.


The courtroom was virtually empty for the morning’s arraignments. Blaine took a seat in the first row behind the prosecution’s table and waited to see who Perry Leighton had sent to argue for the state.


He didn’t have to wait and wonder for long. Dan Skiffington strutted out of the ante-room in his Brioni suit, his leather briefcase tucked under his arm, and a confident smile on his face. He nodded politely to Blaine, then turned his back and sat down at his table.


I hope Leighton had a word with the judge, although Waverley is a hard-ass at times.


All Blaine could do was watch and listen and hope to hell the judge didn’t let another murderer loose.


Mr. Yugo Markowitz entered his not guilty plea with Gabriello standing by his side. Once that was done, next on the agenda was the subject of bail.


Blaine weighed the arguments as they were presented and clearly the prosecution had the best case against bail. The Judge pushed his glasses up onto his forehead and sat immersed in thought for a few moments while Blaine held his breath.


“Bail is granted in the amount of four hundred thousand dollars.”


“Fuck,” Blaine mumbled to himself and left the courtroom.


Outside in the parking lot, he signaled to Fletch that he and Lily were up.


I’d love to get a tag inside the bookie store. Wish Travis was finished at the Leighton’s.


 


LANE stopped at the gate at Coulter-Ross and waited for the guard to check his credentials and let him in. Tight security, but he wasn’t clear on the reason why.


He parked his Jeep near the six-bay garage and wondered why a woman like Annie Powell needed a garage so big. A lot of things to wonder about at Coulter-Ross and maybe someday he’d find out the answers. She was a fascinating person and one of the most beautiful women he’d ever had the pleasure of meeting.


He knocked on the front door of the massive edifice and held his breath. Annie had asked for him for her assignment and his purpose was cloudy. He was to provide support, but support for what exactly? Guess he’d find out soon.


A little boy opened the door. “Hi. Are you Lane? If you are, Mommy is in her office. I’ll show you.”


“Thanks a lot,” said Lane. “What’s your name?”


“I’m Jackson Ogilvie Powell.”


Ogilvie. I’ve heard that name before.


Lane followed Jackson as he ran down the hall. The little guy stopped and pointed. “Just go in. Mommy is busy.”


Lane tapped on the door once, then opened it. “Annie, is it okay to come in?”


She was sitting behind a gorgeous cherry desk that probably cost a year’s salary in the Navy. Her mass of black hair framed a perfect face, and while they were talking about the assignment he’d make sure not to look at her body or he’d be embarrassingly hard.


“Sure, come on in, and thanks for driving out to the ranch. I’ve got a busy day. Stuff I have to finish, or I would’ve come in to Blaine’s place to talk to you.”


“No problem. I get paid no matter what I’m doing, and the Agency pays way better than the Navy.”


“You won’t get paid any more for this gig. You’re just a loaner from the Agency.” She flashed a smile, the gray eyes sparkled, and he felt warm all over.


“The boss didn’t give me much insight into what I’d be doing as your backup, although I’m trained to handle some pretty rough situations.”


“If things go well, we won’t have a rough situation, but if they don’t, you can’t be sure.”


“Your work is classified?”


“It is. My… contact tells me what the assignment is, and I complete it as cleanly and as invisibly as possible.”


“You and I will be the only ones who know what the assignment is?”


“That’s right,” said Annie. “When I accepted the first job, the man—let’s call him ‘the man’—didn’t want Blaine to know I was doing this, for obvious reasons. It would upset Blaine and cause him to lose focus on his own work, and the man wouldn’t want that to happen because he pulls a lot of the Agency strings too.”


“Oh, I thought Blacky was supremo at the Agency.”


“He is, and he would never give up control for anyone. But he does take extra jobs when requests are made.”


“Okay.”


Are we talking vigilante jobs?


“While we’re working this assignment, I’d prefer it if you stayed here at the ranch with me. Most of our scouting trips and setting up will be at night, and it’s a lot easier if we eat and sleep together.” Annie giggled. “Not sleep together, but at the same location.”


Lane flashed her a smile. “Either one is fine with me.”


“You can pack a bag if you’re on board and come back later tonight. I won’t go out until about ten.”


“I’m intrigued by this assignment although I feel like I’m being kept in the dark.”


“I don’t mean to do that, Lane. I guess I’m used to Travis knowing everything about me and the way I work. We hardly even have to talk.” 


“Takes a bit of time to get used to a new partner, and I’ve never had a female partner before.”


“Problem with my gender?”


Lane laughed. “Nope. I love women, but they don’t always love me. I’m not the most patient guy.”


“If things go well, you might have very little to do. I used to work completely alone, and I prefer it, but I was wounded in one situation and after that backup was recommended.”


“Obviously I’ll be armed, but what kind of ordnance would be best?”


“You carry Steyr?”


“My preference, but I have others.”


“Besides your handgun you’ll need a shotgun for safety. I have several if you don’t have one.”


“I have a shotgun. It’s in my truck.”


“Okay, great.”


“Here’s the big question,” asked Lane. “What are you shooting?”


“Usually my Remington with the scope Jesse bought me for my birthday last year, but the past week I’ve been practicing on Blaine’s HK PSG1 with the Rampage and I like it a lot.”


She’s a sniper. Who would’ve guessed?


 


FARRELL parked near the entrance of the trailer park they’d located two side lines over from the liquor store crime scene. “Let’s show his picture door to door,” said Farrell, “and if you get a vibe from anybody, don’t go in solo. Got your ear bud in?”


“Yep.”


“Okay, talk to me so we’re covered. Thompson will kill us the second he knows we’re cops.”


“Okay,” said Pablo, “let’s see if we can find him. Did we have a description of the girl?”


“Only that she was thin and looked young—like a teenager.”


They worked their way around the small mobile home park—maybe twenty trailers—and nobody had seen Ewing Thompson. Only a couple more units on the last street and they’d be finished. Farrell knocked on a trailer door and a skinny young girl answered. She glanced at the picture and quickly answered in the negative.


“Never seen him.”


Farrell got a vibe from the girl and at the same time, Pablo was questioning a guy directly across the road.


Pablo spoke into his head set. “Over here, partner.”


Farrell figured the girl was lying but thanked her anyway and jogged across the road. “Problem, partner?”


“This gentleman said a guy with a gray Nissan backed out of the driveway across the street and smashed into his pickup.”


“Gray Nissan. That’s the vehicle we’re looking for. When was that, sir?” asked Farrell.


“Last night about ten, ten-thirty.”


“Did you get a look at the man in the car?” asked Pablo.


“Nah, it was dark, and I was so fuckin mad about the mess he put in the door of my truck. I’m gonna make the fucker pay for the body work. And I’ll have to get the whole damn thing repainted.”


“Good plan.” Farrell walked into the middle of the road and called Blaine. “Hey, boss. We got a possible at the trailer park. Fender bender involving a gray Nissan last night—about the time Thompson would be going to the liquor store.”


“Did you find the girl?”


“Yep, pretty sure she’s the one. She said she never seen him.”


“Bring her in. By then I’ll have an address for Sandy, the store clerk.”


“Roger that, boss.”


Farrell waved to Pablo and headed across the road. He stood on the little wooden porch in front of the girl’s trailer and knocked again.


“I said I ain’t seen him,” she opened the door a crack and hollered at Farrell.


Farrell pushed his way in and snapped a cuff on her slim wrist. “We’re going downtown to have a little private talk, Miss. What’s your name anyway?”


The girl stuck her tongue out at him. “Ain’t telling you.”


To Pablo: “Have a look around the trailer while I make this little lady comfortable in the truck.”


“Don’t touch anything in my trailer, you fuckers.” She tried to kick Farrell and he laughed. He lifted her off her feet, still kicking, and carried her to the truck.


 


BLAINE CALLED as Farrell and Pablo crossed through the city on their way to DPS. “Get her?”


“Yeah, be there in about twenty, bro. Might want to sit somebody on the trailer in case our friend goes back there.”


“Already sent Jack and Greg to keep an eye on it.”


“Don’t know where Thompson was when we were there,” said Farrell. “Might have split already.”


“Jesse is coming in for the interview, so you guys can go talk to Sandy.”


“Yeah, don’t give us time for a coffee or anything,” said Farrell.


 


EWING came back from the Walmart in Smithville driving a dark blue Chevy pickup. He cruised by Kirstin’s trailer and noticed the junk truck parked in a vacant lot at the end of the road.


“Cops,” he mumbled to himself. “I’ll catch them later.” He circled around and drove out the gate.


 


LILY AND FLETCHER followed Yugo, the bookie, from his arraignment to his house in the suburbs. Typical two storey brick on the edge of the city. He was home for an hour after his attorney dropped him off, then he jumped in his car and drove to the cake shop.


 


FARRELL AND PABLO drove to the ranch house where Alexander ‘Sandy’ Nehring lived with his parents. He worked at the convenience store part time in the evenings and attended community college striving for a diploma in diet and nutrition, so he could work in a hospital kitchen.


Farrell had called ahead and spoken to Sandy’s father and been given the green light to talk to his son about the robbery and murder next door to the Citgo.


When they arrived at the Nehring residence, Mrs. Nehring showed them into a small family room adjacent to the kitchen. “Would you like a cold drink?”


“No thanks,” said Farrell. “We’re fine.”


Sandy appeared from down the hall moments later and sat on the sofa. “Mom said y’all called about the robbery at County Liquor.”


“That’s right,” said Farrell. He turned on his tape recorder and gave names, date and case number. “There’s a good chance you saw the man we’re after, and I’d just like you to recall your customers last night and tell us about anything out of the ordinary.”


“I don’t have to think too hard about it,” said Sandy, “because it’s clear to me now that I know the liquor store was robbed. But last night it didn’t make so much sense.”


“What was that?” asked Farrell.


“A thin girl came into the store and bought a lot of stuff, pop, beer, bread and milk and a lot of groceries, and she piled everything on the front counter. I rang it through the register and bagged it all then waited for her to pay me. She just stood there for a minute looking back at me, then she said her boyfriend would be along in a minute to pay for the stuff.”


“And the man came in?”


“Uh huh. A couple of minutes later. I’d guess he was about forty something. Looked more like her father than her boyfriend. He hurried into the store and asked her if she was ready, then he asked me how much the stuff was. He peeled off some bills and told me to keep the change.”


“And that was it?”


Farrell placed a picture of Ewing Thompson on the table in front of Sandy. “Is this the man?”


“Hell yeah, that’s him only he had blond hair.”


“Thank you very much, Sandy. You’ve been a big help.”


“Is there a reward or anything? If there is, I could use money for school.”


“No there’s no reward,” said Farrell, “but I know someone who has grants for continuing education. I’ll get an application for you and drop it by.”


“No kidding?”


“Nope. Pablo will remind me.”


 


JESSE sat down across from Kirstin Wark and smiled at her. “Would you like a Coke, Miss Wark?”


“No thanks. I don’t take no favors from cops.”


Jesse turned on the recorder and prepped it. “Let’s talk about the man who’s been staying with you the past couple of days.”


“Nobody staying with me. You guys are full of shit.”


“You were seen at a roadhouse downtown with Ewing Thompson and also at a convenience store in the east end last night.”


“So what? I didn’t do no crime.”


“Ewing Thompson is wanted,” Miss Wark, so I could charge you right this minute with harboring a fugitive and a myriad of other chargers.”


“What the hell’s a myriad?”


“A big bunch.”


“Why didn’t you say that then? Are you trying to out fancy talk me?”


Jesse shook his head. “Nope. What I’m trying to do, is find Ewing Thompson before he kills one more person. Did you realize he killed the clerk in the liquor store last night?”


Kirstin stared straight ahead and absorbed the information. “I’m done talking. Can I go now?”


“No, you can’t go, Miss Wark. You’ve committed a crime and we’re going to book you.”


Her eyes welled up. “Can I have a lawyer?”


“Of course. you can,” said Jesse. “That’s your right. As soon as you’re booked, I’ll contact the public defender’s office and they’ll send someone over to represent you.”


“I don’t want to be in trouble, Mr. Ranger. I never shoulda wrote those letters to Ewing and then he would never have found me in the real world. I was stupid to do that.”


“Oh, I see. You wrote letters to a prisoner?”


“Yeah, you know where you see their names in the magazines and it looks like fun n’all?”


“And you never knew him before the letter writing?”


“Nope. Never heard of him.”


“How long did you write the letters?”


“Three or four years. I stopped a long time ago when I got a live-in boyfriend, but Ewing musta wrote down my address and kep it. Know what I mean?”


“I do see what you mean,” said Jesse. “And then bingo, there he was at the door of your trailer?”


“You got it. I opened the door and he pushed in past me and I thought he was like one of those guys that swarms y’all or something.”


“Did you tell him to leave?”


“Sure did. I got no food to be feeding two people. He said to make him some food, and he hit me a couple times. Worst of it, he tried to make me drive and I don’t know how—cause of his shot arm n’all—he hollers at me to step on the gas and I do and the car flies backwards and hits that asshole Critter’s truck on the other side of the road. He was so fuming at me, I was scared skinny.”


“That must have been frightening.”


“Ain’t the half of it. When we went to the roadhouse to see the brother—good looking singer guy—and they got into it. Two brothers pounding the piss out of each other in the dressing room and then I had to get Ewing out of there before the cops came. I was scared.”


“You must have been,” said Jesse. “The only thing I’m concerned with is where is Ewing now?”


“Went to trade cars, that’s all I know. Honest. I don’t know nothing about where he went.”


“He was getting rid of the Nissan?”


“That the gray car?” asked Kristin.


“Uh huh.”


“Yep. Getting rid of it.”


“Did he mention where he was going to swap it out?” asked Jesse.


“If I tell you this one thing will you let me go home?”


“I’ll talk to the Chief and see what we can do.”


“You promise?”


“Uh huh.”


“He asked me ‘where’s the closest Walmart,’ and I said, ‘Smithville, far as I know.”


“Thank you, Kristin. That’s very helpful.”


 


LANE returned to Coulter-Ross shortly after eight in the evening not knowing what to expect from Annie Powell. He’d worked lots of Black Ops in the Seals and this mission might be something like that, but he was only guessing.


He knocked, and Annie let him in. Dressed in snug jeans and a Harley shirt, she couldn’t have looked sexier if she’d tried. “Come on in, Lane. We’ll sit down, have a beer and make a bit of a plan. Bring an apron?”


“Uh huh, all my gear is in my truck.” Lane grinned. “Sounds like an action night.”


Annie shook her head as she reached into the Sub-Zero for the beer. “Recon only tonight. Best to be prepared.” She giggled. “Like the boy scouts.”


Lane sat down, and Annie set his Lone Star on a coaster and pushed an eight by ten towards him. This is Michaelah—Mick—Marrero, the assignment. Free-lance hitter but does wet work almost exclusively for the Russian group. All we have is his picture and his address. The rest is up to us.”


“Yeah, we need to find out about other family members living with him,” said Lane. “Separate him.”


Annie nodded. “I’ve never had any collateral damage. Ever.”


When it was time to go, Annie walked Lane to the line of trucks in front of the garage. She tossed him a set of keys. “Let’s get you used to driving my truck. It’s getting old and could use some bodywork, doesn’t look like much but it’s got a Viper engine if we have the need for speed.”


“Hey, can’t wait to drive it.” Lane slid behind the wheel and cranked it up.


“Do you smoke?” asked Annie.


“Nope. Not good for underwater work. Diminishes your lung capacity.”


“I hear you, and I noticed how fit you look.”


“Thanks, I don’t get many compliments from women.”


“I’m not buying into that. You’re a hunk.”


 Blowing off the compliment, Lane stopped at the end of the laneway. “Where to?”


Annie leaned over and programmed the address into the GPS. “This is the address for the recon.”


“What area of Austin?”


“South end, down near the river.”


Lane followed the directions the map maven gave and made a couple of turns.


“This is his street,” said Annie. “Take it slow. I want to see how close together the houses are.”


“Close together and the lots aren’t very big,” said Lane.


“Okay, no chance there,” said Annie. “I’m looking at the trees on the other side of the street. A lot of leafy oaks and the odd tall ash, that might be decent.”


“That’s a Porsche Boxter parked in the driveway,” said Lane. “That’s a speed demon.”


“Good to know. If we decide to do a mobile, we might have to use the bikes.”


Lane laughed out loud. “Holy, fuck, that sounds like fun.”


“We’ll do some prelim practice.” Annie touched his arm and a shiver shot through him.


 


BLAINE CHECKED in with Jack and Greg before he turned off the lights and went to bed. Misty was already asleep and both dogs were cuddled up on Lexi’s bed.


“Any sign of Thompson at the trailer park?”


“Nope, nothing. Boring here, boss, but we’re good until morning. He might not come back at all since you arrested his little girlfriend.”


“Don’t suppose he will, but I don’t have any other bright ideas and I can’t afford to take the chance. He’s not afraid of cops in the slightest and virtually unpredictable.”


 


EWING CRUISED through the gate of the mobile home park in the pickup he’d boosted at the Smithville Walmart, a ballcap on his blond head and a smoke hanging out of his mouth.


“This is gonna be fun,” he mumbled to himself as he drove past Kirstin’s trailer and continued to the end of the dirt road. The big white cube van was parked in exactly the same spot. “Yep, the assholes are still there.”


Ewing turned the corner at the end of the road, circled the block and parked in an empty lot one street over. He jumped out of the truck carrying a shotgun loose at his side and jogged between trailers until he was behind the truck with the big blue letters. “Do the assholes think because it says, ‘Jack the Junker’ I don’t know it’s a surveillance truck?”


Silently, he passed the closed portion of the cube van and stopped to listen to what the guys inside were saying in the cab.


“He’s never going to come back here. He’s too smart for that.”


Adrenaline pumped as Ewing got ready. Ignoring the inevitable pain he’d cause his left arm, Ewing jerked the passenger door open with his left hand, raised the shotgun in his right and pulled the trigger. Six quick blasts and no more surveillance.


Wearing a huge grin on his face, Ewing ran back to his truck covered in blood spatter.


 





 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Wednesday, March 18th.


 


RICK AND ANDY had relieved Lily and Fletcher on their surveillance of Yugo, the bookie, at eight o’clock the night before.


Lily and Fletch had followed Yugo from his arraignment at the Austin Courthouse to his office behind the cake shop where his attorney dropped him off. Once he was there, Yugo didn’t budge the rest of the day.


At quitting time, a woman in a silver Jaguar picked Yugo up and took him home. Then Rick and Andy took over watching Yugo’s residence and the man never moved.


“Nothing happening with the bookie,” said Rick when he phoned in.


 “Don’t matter,” said Blaine, “Let’s keep on it. Wait until Lil and Fletch get there to relieve y’all. We’ll give it another day.”


 


BLAINE MADE COFFEE just after six thirty and waited for Farrell to get up. It was early, and Pablo wouldn’t arrive for another hour, but something was giving Blaine weird vibes and he wanted to run it by his brother. Farrell felt things in his gut and he was seldom wrong. Blaine attributed this uncanny ability to the years Farrell had spent living in the street.


Jack and Greg hadn’t checked in and that added to the Ewing Thompson stress Blaine was feeling. He called Jack’s cell and got no answer. The phone went to message and Blaine left one. “What’s going on? Call me as soon as you get this.” He repeated with Greg’s number, the same thing happened and that was it. Blaine freaked.


He tore up the stairs two at a time with his cell in his hand and blasted into Farrell’s room. “Get dressed. Something’s wrong. Jack and Greg ain’t answering me. Neither one. Can’t get an answer.” Panting for breath, he stared at his cell.


Farrell rolled over, stared at Blaine and tried to wake up. “Maybe they’re sleeping, like I should be.”


“Neither one answered their phones and they didn’t check in.”


“Shit,” said Farrell as he sat up and ran big hands through his straw-blond hair. “They wouldn’t fuck up and they’d never miss a check-in time. They’re pros. Give me a minute to take a piss and grab some clothes. And make me a coffee to go, would you?”


“Yeah, sure. Hurry up. This is killing me.” Blaine grabbed his gut and made a face. “I think I might puke.”


“Don’t blow chunks until we see what’s going on.” Farrell ran to the bathroom and called over his shoulder, “Might be an explanation.”


 


FARRELL DROVE his own truck to the trailer park for safety reasons. Blacky was more fuckin wired than Farrell had ever seen him, and he didn’t trust his brother behind the wheel of the big diesel they usually used.


Farrell pulled the red Silverado to a stop directly in front of the junk truck and knew instantly. Neither Jack nor Greg were visible through the front windshield and the fuckin glass was splattered with something dark. He rammed the truck into park, jumped out ran to the driver’s side door of the cube van. Farrell reefed the door open and Jack Prima slid out onto the ground coated head to foot in blood.


Farrell dropped to his knees, felt for a pulse on Jack’s bloody neck and thought there was something. He nodded to Blacky who was already on his phone. Farrell left Jack and tore around to the other side of the van to see about Greg.


Greg was cold and stiff and coated in dark dried blood. Dead. The passenger door wasn’t shut tight. The shooter had used that door and Greg got the worst of it.


Ewing Thompson had seen the surveillance on Kirstin’s trailer and this was the result.


How in hell did he get the jump on Jack and Greg?


 


BLAINE CALLED for the troops, and with that task out of the way he doubled over at the waist and puked into the long weeds beside the truck. He straightened up, paced for a few minutes wishing the ambulance would hurry up for Jack, then did what he had to do. Called Chief Calhoun.


“Situation here, sir.” Blaine spoke in a whisper, his chest tight and his throat almost closed from the panic that possessed him. His own men. Thompson had killed Greg and probably Jack. Two of his best men. Fuckin federal agents on loan. How in hell would he explain that to the man.


“What’s wrong, son. I can tell it’s bad.”


“The surveillance unit I had at the girl’s trailer park…”


“Uh huh.” The Chief waited, and Blaine didn’t speak. “Are we talking about the junkers?”


“Yes.”


“Did Thompson kill them both?”


“Greg…” said Blaine. “Jack is bad. So bad. They have to hurry.”


“I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”


The ambulance arrived first and although the two young male paramedics tried not to show it, Jack’s condition was obviously daunting. Speaking in low tones to each other, they worked feverishly to start an IV, get Jack on the stretcher and whisk him into the bus for transport.


Doctor Mort Simon, the Medical Examiner, arrived next in his van with his helper Tim behind the wheel. When the doctor stepped out of the van with his case, Farrell pointed to the open passenger door and Mort nodded. He and Tim went directly to Greg.


Rocky, the Chief’s right hand, drove the Chief’s SUV and followed the ME down the narrow dirt road. Rocky parked behind Farrell’s truck.


“We passed the ambulance on the highway,” said the Chief as he got out of the passenger seat, “was Jack still holding on?”


Blaine nodded and pointed mutely at Doc Simon bent over Greg’s lifeless body.


The Chief strode around the hood of the cube van for a better look and averted his eyes. “That is an unholy mess, son. Thompson is the devil himself.”


 


FARRELL CALLED JESSE and broke the news to him. “Something terrible happened, boss, and we’re gonna need you bad this morning.”


“What happened, kiddo?”


“Jack and Greg were shot at close range while they were on surveillance at the girl’s trailer.”


“Aw, Jesus. No.” Jesse was silent for a minute and Farrell hoped to hell and back he hadn’t triggered another coronary. “Both dead?”


“Greg is dead, and Jack is barely hanging on,” said Farrell. “They took him to Saint Mike’s.”


“Fuck that,” said Jesse, “and you don’t have to tell me how Blacky is because he ain’t calling me, you are. Call everybody in. Pull them off what they’re doing, and we’ll meet at the Agency in an hour.”


“Yep. Good plan, boss. See you in an hour.”


 


THE BLACKMORE AGENCY was fraught with grief and sadness over the loss of one of their own. Greg was a skilled operative and a team player. His upbeat humor, his willingness to undertake any task assigned to him, and his dedication to the job were only a few of his assets. Greg would be missed.


Farrell had made the calls pulling the others off their assignments, all except for Travis at the Leightons, and Lane at Coulter-Ross, but he filled them both in, as well as Annie, on what had happened. Jack frequently acted as Annie’s bodyguard on her assignments and she was understandably upset by the news.


Thanks to Carmelita, a tray of sandwiches, three pies and a container of pecan tarts graced the center of the granite island. A carafe of fresh coffee sat on the warming burner with mugs and fixings all laid out. All the while she bustled about in the kitchen, Carm never took her eyes off Blaine as he paced silently on the other side of the room.


Farrell had spoken to Misty about Blaine’s devasted state and asked if there was anything she could do to calm him. She agreed to sit in on the meeting.


 


JESSE ARRIVED at the Agency twenty minutes after he received Farrell’s call. He paused at the iron gate, punched in the code and parked his Range Rover behind Farrell’s red truck. The day would be difficult, but he was the senior partner and it was up to him to hold his group together.


Blacky was tough, and he’d come up the hard way, but he had a soft heart and formed strong attachments. He committed himself to very few people, but when he did it was without reservation and he held nothing back. The kid would be struggling today.


Jesse walked through the foyer into the kitchen and gave Carm a hug. Her black eyes were red-rimmed. Blaine was like her own son and everything that affected him, affected her.  She pointed to the spread on the island and Jesse fixed himself a coffee.


Sad faces were assembled around the table. Lily, Fletcher, Pablo, Farrell, Misty, and the two remaining junkers, Rick and Andy, sat silently with coffee mugs in front of them. Blaine paced the length of the kitchen and back again, over and over, chains on his Harley boots clanking with every step he took.


Ignoring Blaine and letting him pace, Jesse left his partner to come to terms with the massacre at his own speed. He stood at the head of the table and started. “We’ve suffered a huge loss today at the hands of Ewing Thompson, but if we’re to apprehend him and put him on death row where he belongs we can’t let him win. He wants to disorganize us and slow us down while he plans his next move, and we won’t let that happen.”


Without acknowledging his crew, Blaine crossed the kitchen and hollered over his shoulder, “I’m going to the hospital. Annie is meeting me there.”


Misty jumped off her chair and caught up before Blaine slammed out the front door.


“I can understand why Blacky feels the need to be at the hospital,” said Jesse, “but Jack will be in surgery for hours, and sedated for hours after that. We can do him the most good by doing our jobs and bringing Thompson down.”


“What can we start on, boss?” asked Lil.


“You start on next of kin, Lil. Greg’s people have to be notified, and Jack’s kin need to be afforded the opportunity to come to the hospital. That’s a priority.”


“I’ve worked with Greg for a couple of years,” said Andy. “I can get Lil started with a few names and numbers.”


“Yep. Good,” said Jesse. “You go ahead and do that.” He pointed at Pablo. “You and Fletcher pick up Lou Thompson and take him to DPS. Tell Calhoun I’ll be along.”


“Yes, sir,” said Pablo and he was on his feet.


“Farrell, have Mary set up something with the paper and the TV people. We’re going to run Ewing’s picture again.”


“Okay, I’ll do that right now.”


“After Mary’s all squared away,” said Jesse, “meet the boys at headquarters and see what you can get out of Lou Thompson when they bring him in.”


“Yep, I’m gone.”


“Do we know what Thompson’s driving now, boss?” asked Rick.


“I had Lil chase down the last stolen vehicle report from the Walmart parking lot in Smithville, as per the girl, Kirstin Wark. She said Thompson was going there to change vehicles. It’s a dark blue Chevy pickup, two years old and this is the plate,” said Jesse and recited the tag. “I’ve had a BOLO out on it all along but got nothing so far.”


“Where the hell can he be hiding that nobody is seeing him?” asked Rick.


Jesse shook his head. “Don’t know. Misty is our best bet, but for that we need something of his she can touch. Go see Sue at the lab and borrow anything they found at Kirstin Wark’s trailer. Thompson couldn’t go back to get his stuff, so anything he left behind, the lab must have it.”


“Good thought,” said Rick. “I’m a non-believer, but right now I’d take anything that would put me in range of Thompson. Jack and Greg have worked with me and Andy for a good long while. I want to kill that son-of-a-bitch.”


“I think we all do,” said Jesse.


 


LANE drove Annie to Saint Michael’s Hospital after she received word about Jack. “Blaine will be devastated,” she said, “He’s so protective of his men.”


“In this type of work, there are always casualties,” said Lane. “It’s unavoidable.”


“My heart breaks for Blaine and for Greg’s and Jack’s families.” Annie dabbed at her eyes with a wad of tissues as Lane drove from Coulter-Ross into the city.


On the surgical floor, Blaine and Misty sat together in the waiting area, Styrofoam cups of dark liquid in front of them on a glass table. Blaine jumped to his feet when Annie appeared in the doorway and ran to her.


She took Blaine in her arms and stroked his long black hair. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. This is so terrible. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she choked back the sobs.


Misty sat down beside Lane and spoke in her soft Louisiana drawl, “They are so close. I could never comfort him like his mother can.”


“Annie’s a strong woman,” said Lane. “Her sons obviously love her a lot.”


“Excuse me,” said Misty, “I believe Ranger Quantrall wants me.” She pulled her cell out of her purse and it rang in her hand.


Lane raised an eyebrow and listened to Misty’s end of the conversation. “Yes, I can. Lane will bring me.” She pressed end and turned to Lane. “I have to do something for Ranger Quantrall. Would you mind driving me to Blaine’s?”


“Of course not,” said Lane. “Give me a minute to let Annie know.” 


 


PABLO drove to the north-east end of the city and parked in Lou Thompson’s drive.


“I’ll take the back.” Fletcher hopped out and ran around to the back of the house while Pablo banged on the front door.


A bare-chested Lou, dressed in ripped and wrinkled jeans, pulled the door open. His sleepy eyes peered at Pablo through a tangled mass of long hair. “Why are there more cops here? I told you I didn’t know where Ewing was.”


“I have to ask you to come to headquarters with me, Mr. Thompson,” said Pablo. “Ranger Quantrall needs to speak with you.”


“Well you can give Ranger Quantrall a message for me. Tell him I’m sick of this bullshit and I’m not coming.” He tried to push the door closed in Pablo’s face, but he wasn’t quick enough.


Pablo pushed into the front hall and drew his sidearm. “You don’t have a choice this time, sir. I’m taking you to DPS for formal questioning. You’re coming with me.”


Lou took an errant swing at Pablo’s head. Pablo raised his muscular forearm, blocked the blow and with his left arm, knocked Lou Thompson to the floor. Pablo dropped down, stuck a knee in Lou’s back and cuffed him.


“Stand up, sir.” Pablo helped Lou Thompson to his feet and marched him to the truck.


 


FLETCHER rounded the back corner of the ranch house and caught a glimpse of Mattie Larch coming out the door. She didn’t see him right off because of a big spirea bush partially blocking him from view. She turned his way and booked it straight for him. Fletcher stepped back into the foliage and when she passed the bush he grabbed her and snapped a cuff on her right wrist.


“Let go of me,” she screamed, twisting and kicking and trying to free herself from Fletcher’s hold on her. She turned towards him with a growl and viciously swiped at his face with the nails on her left hand.


Fletcher grabbed her other arm, pulled it behind her back and did up the second cuff. “Ranger Quantrall wants to talk to you downtown, Miss Larch. We’re going there now.”


“I haven’t done anything, and I don’t know where Ew is.”


“You can tell your story to Ranger Quantrall.”


 


FARRELL CALLED MARY POLITO, filled her in on what had happened at the trailer park, and she said she’d take care of arranging a press conference.


“I’ll try to have it all set up for around three this afternoon at headquarters,” said Mary. “We’ll want to get Thompson’s picture on the six o’clock news.”


“Jesse will do the interview,” said Farrell, “and I’m sure Chief Calhoun will have something to add. He’s pissed.”


“Is there something wrong with Blaine?” asked Mary. “Why isn’t he calling me?”


“He can’t talk right now, babe. You know how he gets.”


“Not sure that I do, but I’m always happy when you call, Farrell. I miss you so much.”


“We’ll go riding soon at the ranch. I need to go home more often than I do.”


 


RICK RETURNED to the Agency from the forensic lab with a t-shirt the CSI crew had found in Kirstin Wark’s trailer. They’d picked it up on the floor beside the bed, tested it for trace and picked up enough sweat to test for DNA. The results wouldn’t be back for a couple more days, but Sue was confident it belonged to Ewing Thompson.


Rick found Jesse and Misty in Blaine’s office. Jesse was on a call and the beautiful and strange Miss Misty sat in a wing chair near the fireplace with her eyes shut. She spoke very little and was hard to get to know.


Jesse ended his call and said, “Great news, Rick. Fletch grabbed Mattie Larch as she tried to rabbit out the back door of Lou Thompson’s house.”


“Fantastic,” said Rick. “If we could use her for bait, we’d be getting somewhere.”


“In my opinion,” said Jesse, “the girl was foolish to come back here until Ewing was behind bars. Robbing a robber is not good for your health.” Jesse crossed the office to where Misty sat near the hearth and offered her Ewing Thompson’s shirt. “Blaine usually stays with you while you do this, Misty. Is there anything you want me to do?”


“No thanks, Ranger Quantrall. I’ll sit and hold the shirt for a while and maybe I’ll get a flash of something that will help y’all.”


“We’d be grateful for any direction you can give us.”


 


EWING had been cruising by his brother’s house once every hour for the past twenty-four knowing Mattie would come back to Austin at some point. He’d lived with her long enough before he went to prison to have a good read on how she thought. Ewing’s strong point was patience. He could wait a year for her to come back and the outcome would be the same. She’d tell him where the money was and how to get it—then he’d kill her.


Lou would be privy to part of her plan, but the part involving millions of dollars only Mattie herself would know. She was the one Ewing needed. Deviousness, cunning and selfishness were three of her most appealing characteristics when they’d been partners. Qualities that held her in good stead all the years she and Ewing had been together. Now those same traits would lead to her downfall.


Ewing sat in his pickup down the block and with interest, watched the two cops load Lou and Mattie into the cop truck. The cops pulled out of Lou’s driveway and Ewing followed behind at a safe distance.


As the cop truck drove through Austin, Ewing watched for the perfect spot and waited for his chance.


Driving along a street next to the river before entering the downtown area they passed a section of warehouses, abandoned and no longer in use. No parked vehicles and no pedestrians around.


Bus shelter.


Ewing punched the gas, caught up to the cop’s truck and sideswiped him on the driver’s side. The truck veered to the right and smashed into the bus shelter.


Before the cops realized the crash was anything more than an accident, Ewing had the back door open and was dragging a screaming Mattie Larch to his truck.


He opened the passenger door of his stolen truck and shoved the hand-cuffed Mattie into the seat. She fought against him, cursing and kicking him.


“Shut up you thieving bitch.” Ewing smacked her hard across the face and she never flinched.


“You ripped me off, you son of a bitch and you owed me. I waited goddam years for my share and I never got it. I’m not sorry I took the money. I earned it.”


Ewing smiled. “You will be sorry, Matts.” He fisted her in the face with a hard right and she slumped down into the seat. He slammed the passenger door, slid behind the wheel and took off. “You’ll tell me everything I want to know, Miss Mattie, then your life will be over.”


 


THE BLUE PICKUP came out of nowhere. Metal on metal, the keening noise deafening in Pablo’s ears as the impact drove his truck careening into the bus shelter. The airbags inflated, pushed him back against the seat and pressed against his chest with the weight of an anvil. It took a minute for his lungs to fill with air.


“You okay, Fletch?” Fighting against the airbag, Pablo turned his head to check on his partner as the back door of the truck opened and a screaming Mattie Larch was jerked out.


“What the hell’s going on?” Pablo tried to extricate himself from the airbag and open his door, but the driver’s side door was crushed by the other vehicle and he was trapped. “Get him, Fletch. Can you get out?”


Fletcher moaned and tried to get out from under the airbag. His side of the truck was smashed in by the frame of the bus shelter and his door wouldn’t open.


“Don’t take her, Ew,” yelled Lou from the back seat. “Please, don’t kill Mattie.”


Trapped in the truck, Pablo called 911 first, then Jesse.


 


JESSE’S CELL rang as Misty was about to start her session with Ewing Thompson’s shirt. Jesse listened to what Pablo was saying and couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “He took Mattie right out of your fuckin truck?”


“Not a damn thing we could do about it, boss. He sideswiped me, smashed in our front doors and the air bags fuckin trapped us.”


“Are you or Fletch hurt?”


“Sore from the airbags and we’ll have fuckin black eyes but that’s about it.”


“First response there to help you?”


“They’re here now and we’ll call for a tow,” said Pablo. “We’ve still got Lou Thompson cuffed in the back.”


“Have the first response officers take you, Fletch and Lou to headquarters. Farrell is there, and he’ll transport you when you’re finished with your report. Don’t hesitate to get checked out at the hospital and don’t worry about your truck, son, the Agency will cover the damages.”


“I’m more pissed about Mattie Larch, boss. We lost her and she’s the fuckin key.”


 


BLAINE AND ANNIE returned from Saint Michael’s after Jack made it through surgery and moved into ICU. Stable for the moment, his doctor said Jack would be heavily sedated for the next twelve hours and wouldn’t be allowed visitors for another twelve after that, even if all went well.


“Stay for a while, Mom,” said Blaine as he parked his truck. “Have a beer with me while I pull myself together and sort things out.”


“Okay, honey. I can stay for a bit. Lane and I won’t be working until much later.”


Jesse greeted them in the foyer and gave Blaine a hug. “Misty is almost ready to do her thing and I think you should sit with her like you usually do, son.”


Blaine nodded, put the Corona he desperately wanted on hold and strode down the hall to the office. He crossed the room, leaned down and held Misty in his arms. “I need this, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Whatever you can give me.”


With sympathetic blue eyes brimming with tears, she said, “I’ll do my best, Beb.”


With Blaine watching over Misty, Jesse left the office to speak privately with Annie. Lane stayed seated in the corner of the room to watch Misty.


Blaine moved the other wing chair closer to Misty and eyed her while she tried to relax and settle in with Ewing’s shirt in her hands.


Am I putting too much pressure on her?


She let out a little breath and held the shirt closer to her body. A visible shiver shook her, and Blaine’s first instinct was to tell her to stop.


Misty closed her eyes and sat that way for so long Blaine thought she might have fallen asleep, but then she began whispering in the low ‘psychic voice’ he’d come to recognize.


Blaine leaned closer to hear what she was mumbling. Sometimes the words weren’t clear, and often the sentences were fragmented.


“Underground. Broken room. Sneaks in at night. So dark.”


Like a crack house?


“Where does he go in the daytime?” Blaine whispered.


“The dogs know.”


The dogs know? Somewhere the dogs have been?


“Can you see where he’s hiding at night, Mist?”


She nodded her head and her blonde curls bounced.


“What does it look like?”


“Garage. Big garage.” She sat still, her hands with a death grip on the arms of the chair.


Blaine recognized the sign. He reached out and took her hand. “That’s enough for now. I’ll make you some tea.”


Misty opened her eyes and smiled at him. “I love you, Blaine.”


 


PABLO AND FLETCHER arrived at headquarters in a squad car and Farrell met them at the back door. Together they ushered a cuffed Lou Thompson into the building. Lou hollered and raved without letup about finding Mattie before his brother killed her.


Farrell turned to the uniform who’d brought the guys in. “Put Mr. Thompson in an empty interview room and get him a coffee, would you?”


“Sure thing, Donovan.”


With Lou out of the way, Farrell turned his attention to his crew and looked Pablo and Fletch up and down. Blue bruising had already seeped into the swelling around their eyes and noses from the airbag impact. “I heard what happened. You guys okay?”


Pablo nodded, and he seemed a little more stable than Fletcher.


“Fletch, do you want to get checked at Emerg?”


He shook his head, but Farrell wasn’t convinced. “Tell me what’s hurting because I can see on your face that something is.”


Fletch rubbed his right arm. “My arm’s kicking up a bit where the door caved in on it.”


“Fuck, yeah,” said Farrell. “Broken or even a slight fracture, you still need an X-ray. I’ll get Rocky to take you.”


“No, I’m okay.”


Farrell grinned. “X-rays for both you guys, then y’all are done for today. Beat it.”


Pablo nodded.


 


JESSE stepped into interrogation room three and sat down across from Lou Thompson, his long hair hanging in tangled clumps over his face.


“Why do I need cuffs on? I haven’t done anything.”


“The boys told me you refused to come in for questioning and then resisted arrest. We’ll hold you on that charge until your brother is caught.”


“I can take care of myself,” said Lou with a sneer. “I don’t need cops looking out for me.”


“Just like you took care of Mattie?” asked Jesse.


Lou lunged for Jesse, but being shackled to the table, all he accomplished was tearing the skin from his wrists.


“Where’s the money, Lou? Mattie’s going to tell Ewing and I want to be there to grab him when he shows up to get it. Tell me where y’all stashed it. Bank? Credit Union? Investment Broker?”


“That’s our money,” said Lou. “Mattie said it was hers and I’m telling y’all nada.”


“Stolen money, Lou. Your brother stole that money, then Mattie stole it from him. That does not make it your money or Mattie’s. Far from it.”


Jesse checked the Rolex Annie gave him for his birthday. “I’ve got a press conference coming up in ten minutes and after I’m finished, the whole city will be looking for Ewing. If you don’t tell me where the money is and help me find Mattie, she’s dead, Lou. Your brother is going to kill her and it’s on you. Think about that while you sit in your cell.”


 


MARY POLITO had everything set up for the media in the boardroom at headquarters. Chief Calhoun faced the cameras first and explained how Ewing Thompson was the prime suspect in the bombing of the train station and the bus depot, and he was also wanted in connection with several other murders.


Jesse showed the most current picture they had of the suspect and appealed to the public to help them find Thompson as quickly as possible. They might only get crank calls, but they were running out of options.


“Where’s Ranger B?” asked one of the regular reporters on the crime beat. “He usually talks to us.”


“He’s working on another angle,” said Jesse. “But he may need y’all later in the day.”


“Okay, great. Thanks. He always gives us good stuff.”


 


AT MIDNIGHT Annie hopped in the shotgun seat of her truck and Lane took the wheel.


“Bad day for the boss,” said Lane. “Hope we find that maniac soon.”


“What did Misty say?”


“Bunch of garbled stuff. Dark places and big garages. Didn’t make a lick of sense to me.”


“Blaine will figure it out. He always does.”


“Do you believe she can see stuff like that from feeling the asshole’s shirt?” asked Lane.


“Oh, yeah,” said Annie. “I’m a believer. I had a ghost in my antique store once.”


“Uh huh.” Lane didn’t ask any more questions. He piloted the truck to the target’s address and cruised by slowly. No vehicle in the driveway.


“Damn,” said Annie. “I wanted to get his car tagged tonight.”


“Today was a write-off with everything else going on,” said Lane. “Let’s hang around until he comes home and tag him.”


“Yeah. We can’t afford to waste another day.”


 


MATTIE struggled but she couldn’t move. In total darkness, she was lying on something rock hard and her back ached. Her hands and feet were bound together and numb. She wanted to scream for help, but the gag in her mouth kept her from making a sound.


Tears flowed uncontrollably from her eyes and remorse filled her. Why did she take Ewing’s money? He said she could take a hundred thousand. Why wasn’t that enough? She’d been filled with greed when she saw how much money there was in the hotel safe and now she’d signed her own death warrant.






 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Thursday, March 19th.


BLAINE WOKE before dawn and his first thought was for Jack.


Did he make it through the night?


He left Misty sleeping and took the dogs to the back yard for a run. Sitting on the top step, Blaine lit up a smoke and called the hospital. Jack was on the critical list, but his vital signs had improved slightly.


Slightly. I guess that’s as much as we could hope for.


“Fuck,” Blaine said as he pressed end. Before he set his cell down beside him it rang, and the screen showed Austin Homicide. “Morning, Lieutenant. Early for you to be working.”


“Fuck you, Blacky. You’re polluting the city with fuckin corpses.”


“Who we talking about this time?”


“Yugo Markowitz. Recognize the name?”


“Pro hit?”


“Double tapped and floating under the Congress Avenue bridge.”


“He’s a player in the Churchill murder. Send him to our morgue.”


“Thanks, buddy. I knew I could count on you.”


 


LILY arrived for work at ten to eight and headed straight to her office to sift through the sightings the news conference from the day before had undoubtably produced.


Blaine followed and perched on the corner of her desk while she booted up her desktop. Farrell came in with a coffee in his hand and looked over her shoulder.


“We gotta find him today or Mattie Larch is a goner.”


“If Ewing got the info he needed, she could be toast already,” said Blaine. “He won’t waste time. He’ll take the money and run.”


“If he happened to get to the money today,” said Farrell, “where would he go?”


“Quickest is Mexico,” said Blaine, “but if the money is already off-shore and none of it is still here, he might try for that destination.”


“We got a watch on the airport?” asked Farrell.


Blaine nodded. “I’m gonna get a coffee and try to figure out something from what Misty said.” He strode down the hall to the kitchen still talking to Farrell behind him. “The clue is there, I’m sure of it. She’s always been close, and the answer is there. I just haven’t put the pieces together yet.”


When they both had coffee refills and Farrell had a muffin to keep him going, they went back to Blaine’s office. “Let’s work on it together, bro.” Farrell closed the office door and sat down in front of the desk. “Write down everything she said,” Farrell shoved Blaine’s yellow pad towards him, “then we’ll put all the clues together.”


 


EWING PARKED in the lot and waited until two or three hikers disappeared down the path into the wilderness park. When the way was clear, he helped a black and blue Mattie out of the passenger seat and slipped a strong arm around her waist. “Don’t try to run or I’ll shoot you in the head.”


“Why are you bringing me here?” Mattie sobbed. “I told you what you wanted to know. Go get the money, Ew and let me go home to Lou.”


Ewing smiled. “We could have had it all, Mattie. All you had to do was wait for me, girl. Could you do that? No way. You had to screw around with my brother behind my back. Then you decided you needed all the money too. You greedy bitch. You blew your chances.”


“I’ll be nice to you, baby. Super nice. I’m the one who knows you best. I know everything you like.”


“Too little too late, Matts.” He dragged her off the path that led to the ravine and pulled her through a clump of evergreens into a thick stand of forest.


“Ow, these branches are hurting me.”


Ewing grinned at her discomfort. “That’s nothing, Matts. Wait till we get to the main event.” He laughed out loud. “Pick a tree.” He waved his arm to show her the choices. “It’ll be the last choice you ever make.”


“I said I was sorry, Ew. I shouldn’t have taken all of it and I admit it.” Mattie began sobbing in earnest as Ewing lashed her tightly to a tall ash tree with blue and white vinyl clothesline rope.


Ewing stood in front of her waving a roll of silver duct tape. “Any last words?”


“Help,” Mattie hollered, but it came out garbled as Ewing covered her mouth and wound the duct tape twice around her head.


“Bye, Mattie.” Ewing pulled a long knife with a serrated edge out of the sheath on his belt and held it up in front of Mattie’s terrified eyes.


“Ready, Matts?”


He winked at her.


 


BLAINE AND FARRELL stared at the clues Misty had given them.


“What’s a broken room?” asked Farrell.


“Let’s think about all the clues together,” said Blaine, “starting with a huge garage.”


“Okay,” said Farrell, “but he only goes to the huge, dark garage at night. In the daytime, he goes to a place the dogs know.”


“Our dogs?” asked Blaine, “or dogs in general—like a park where dogs walk?”


“We could use the dogs to find him,” said Farrell, “if we had one tiny clue where to start them off.”


“Misty gave us the clues, we just haven’t got the picture yet.”


“What if she tried again?” asked Farrell, “would she get any more information?”


“I have no idea. Want me to ask her?”


“Maybe I’m stupid but I can’t figure it out,” said Farrell.


There was a tap on the door and Lily stuck her head in. “I’ve got three or four sightings from last night that are similar. A blond guy looking a lot like Ewing Thompson was seen sneaking around the barricaded area near the bus terminal.”


“Yes,” hollered Farrell. He jumped to his feet and waved his arms, “a huge garage and it probably has more than one broken room after the bombing.”


“Fuck, yeah,” said Blaine. “Let’s go get him.”


 


ON THE WAY downtown to the bus terminal, Blaine called headquarters and asked the Chief to round up all the manpower he could spare. “Thompson probably won’t be there in the daytime according to Misty, but we might find something,” said Blaine.


“The guy is slippery,” said the Chief. “I’ll send everybody who isn’t tied up on a case.”


“Thanks, Chief.”


Blaine arrived before any of the squads and parked next to the tarped end of the building. The place swarmed with demolition guys getting rid of the rubble, and construction workers in hardhats starting on the rebuilding.


“Let’s start on broken rooms,” said Farrell. “See if he left anything for us.”


Blaine ducked under the tape that said, ‘do not go beyond this point’ and stepped carefully through the debris that hadn’t been cleared. “Is there a basement?” he hollered to one of the workers.


“Only under the office area. Keep going to the next room, then take a left.”


Blaine gave him a two-fingered wave. “Okay, thanks.”


Farrell found the door with steps leading to the lower level and flicked the switch at the top of the stairs. “No power in this part, bro.”


“Got a flash?”


“Yeah, I brought one,” said Farrell, “I’ll go ahead.” He shone the light in an arc in front of him and all there was at the bottom of the stairs was junk. Broken cardboard file boxes with old records strewn all over the floor.


Once Blaine was all the way down, they explored the dark and musty smelling area. In the far corner of an empty storage room was a cot with a bare mattress.


Farrell shone the light on the cot and focused on a scrap of paper. “Got a pair of gloves?”


Blaine pulled latex gloves out of his back pocket and slipped them on before picking up the paper. Farrell shone the light and Blaine read the message aloud.


“Three steps behind.”


 


FARRELL leaned on the barricade at the side of the bus terminal, his back to the blown out wall and smoked while Blaine made calls. The first one to the Chief, the second to the forensic unit and the third to Lily.


“Lil, good call on the bus terminal,” said Blaine. “He’s been here, and the fucker left us a note.”


“Saying what?”


“We’re three steps behind.”


“Does that mean what I think it does?”


“Yep. Probably.”


“I can’t imagine,” said Lily, “How can it get any worse? Umm… did you call me for a reason?”


“Uh huh. Is Misty up?”


“She had her cards spread out on the kitchen table when I got a refill on my coffee.”


“Good. Bring her to me, would you? I’m standing outside the terminal waiting on the techs.”


“Sure thing. We’ll be there shortly.”


 


LANE nursed his second coffee at the long harvest table in Annie’s kitchen. Pablo had called and briefed him on everything that was going on and he felt like a goddam slacker sitting on his ass and only doing a bit of recon at night. Annie might know what she was doing, and he liked her more than a little, but he felt useless as hell being her backup.


“What are you looking so thoughtful about?” she sat down beside him with a pad and a pen.


“Boss has a lot going on and I’m not doing my share,” said Lane, “I guess it’s bothering me a bit.”


“Go ahead and spend the day with the boys. I’m not going out until later.”


“You sure?”


Annie shrugged. “As long as you’re back by ten. I always used to work alone, and almost always after dark. Backup only gets in my way.”


Lane smiled. “That makes me feel indispensable.”


 


THE FORENSIC UNIT had taken over the downstairs storage room in the bombed out bus terminal when Lily arrived with Misty. Blaine opened the passenger door of Lil’s Mustang and gave Misty a hand to get out. “You have dark smudges under your eyes, sweetheart, and that means you haven’t been sleeping. I’m having second thoughts about you doing this.”


“You have to find him, Blaine. He’s a terrible person, full of hate. He wants revenge on everyone who ever harmed him more than he wants the money.”


“That’s probably true,” said Farrell. “He’s been planning it for the past five years sitting on his miserable ass in Huntsville.”


“Come on, Mist, but be careful.” Blaine led her through the barricade. “Watch where you’re putting your feet.” He looked down to check her shoes and cursed when he saw what she was wearing. “Fuck, Mist, you’ve got goddam sandals on and bare feet.”


“I didn’t think to change. Sorry, Beb.”


“There’s shards of broken glass, a lot of broken concrete and sharp hunks of rebar sticking out at bad angles.”


“I’m being careful,” said Misty. She held his hand a little tighter as she threaded her way through the debris. “This is a terrible mess.”


“Uh huh,” said Farrell. The door to the basement stood open and bright light flooded up from down below. The techs had Klieg lights set up. “I’ll go first in case Misty falls.”


She giggled. “I weigh a ton, Farrell. If I fall, I’ll crush you.”


At the bottom of the stairs, Blaine spoke to Sue Jacobson and she cleared the storage room and gave her team a ten minute break while Misty did her thing.


Blaine took Misty’s hand and led her through the door into the tiny room where Ewing Thompson had been sleeping. “Maybe just sit on the edge of the cot and see what you get, sweetheart,” said Blaine. “I don’t want you getting upset.”


“Okay.” Four steps into the room and Misty was beside the cot. She eased down on to it and let go with an ear-piercing scream. “No. No. Don’t do that.” She grabbed her arms and hugged herself before her eyes rolled back in her head and she slipped down onto the filthy floor.


“Jesus Christ,” said Farrell, “I don’t think she should do this anymore.” He picked her up off the floor and carried her up the narrow stairway.


“Everything okay?” asked Sue, staring after Farrell.


“I’ll check back later,” said Blaine, and followed Farrell up the stairs. When he caught up outside, his brother was propping Misty up in the front seat of the truck. Blaine took her limp hand and kissed it. “You should lie down in the back, Mist.”


She shook her head. “No, we have to hurry.”


“Why?” asked Blaine. “Do you know where Mattie is?”


Misty nodded. “I saw her. She’s tied to a tree somewhere in Barton Creek Wilderness.”


“Oh, fuck,” said Blaine, “that’s a lot of acreage.”


“Maybe the dogs can find her before it’s too late,” said Farrell.


“Let’s go.” Blaine jumped behind the wheel and Farrell sat in the back. Misty lowered her window and let the wind blow in her face.


“Call Jesse,” said Blaine, “and tell him to meet us in the south parking lot with the dogs, then call Calhoun and have him inform Lou Thompson in holding that we’re taking an article of Mattie’s clothes from his house.”


“Yep.” Farrell called while Blaine drove north towards Lou Thompson’s house. “Jesse is on his way. He should be there about the same time as us. Calling the Chief now.” Farrell updated the Chief. “Uh huh. “Yep, I’ve got it. Thank you, sir.”


“What?” asked Blaine.


“Lou Thompson insisted on a PD and got himself bail. He’s out.”


“That’s a big mistake,” said Blaine.


“Guess he don’t see it that way,” said Farrell.


 


JESSE LOADED Red and Bluebelle into the back of the Range Rover and headed south to Annie’s ranch to pick up Lane on the way to Barton Creek. He’d called a while earlier asking if there was anything he could do to help finding Ewing Thompson, because Annie didn’t need him until later.


Ace must have an assignment that I don’t know about.


Jesse stopped at the gate at Coulter-Ross and Lane was waiting for him. He hopped in wearing a big grin. “Thanks, boss, for letting me come. I was getting kind of antsy.”


“Ace have a new job?”


“Do you mean Annie?”


Jesse nodded.


“I’m not allowed to talk about it.”


“Course not,” said Jesse. “Her work is classified. I have clearance, but you wouldn’t know that.”


Lane twisted around to have a look at the dogs in the hatch. “Nice looking dogs. I didn’t know we had our own bloodhounds.”


“Oh, yeah. Had them for a couple years. Red and Bluebelle are the best. Farrell and Travis handle them, but Farrell and Blacky will have to do it today. Travis is still on Leighton until we catch Thompson.”


 


TRAVIS parked his truck at the back of the Capital Grille and checked all around before opening the passenger door to let the District Attorney out. “Clear, sir. Let’s get you inside to your meeting.”


“With every passing day, Major Bristol, I think I’m being foolish having you waste your time like this when you could be helping Blaine in a more productive way.”


“Protecting someone’s life, is never a waste of time, sir. Don’t think like that. Thompson is out there and every bit as dangerous today as he was yesterday.”


“Uh huh. I suppose so.”


They paused at the hostess station and the DA glanced around the dining room. “Do you see Catherine?”


“I do. She’s near the back,” said Travis. To the hostess: Mr. Leighton is having lunch with Governor Campbell.”


The girl smiled. “Right this way, sir.” She walked Leighton to the Governor’s secluded table about half way back on the left side of the restaurant. Travis stood by while the district attorney was seated and exchanged a formal greeting with the Governor, then he sat alone at a table a few feet away to give them privacy for their meeting.


Drink orders were taken by a female server and Travis asked for a Coke. He should order food and eat while Perry Leighton ate, but his gut didn’t feel right.


Before the server brought the drinks, a male waiter with a towel over his arm returned in her place. He hurried towards the table and before Travis recognized him with blond hair and a dark beard and trigged into what was happening, Thompson had fired off three quick shots. It all happened in a split second, and Thompson was gone, running off and disappearing through the door to the kitchen.


Travis gave chase, through the busy kitchen dodging chefs and waiters, out the back door and up the steps onto the grounds. Thompson had a good lead and Travis could see him weaving through live oaks and the large assortment of statuary that graced the expansive park-like grounds around the Capitol building.


Adrenaline pumping, Travis ran full out, gained on Thompson a little and fired two quick shots as soon as he had him in range. Thompson dropped at the feet of Sam Houston, but he didn’t lay there long. He struggled to his feet and took off again, running—dragging his right leg—for his truck in the parking lot.


Travis called 911 as he doubled back to the dining room. Someone had probably called for help, but he called again to be sure.


Where was Gene Wyman? Why wasn’t he with the Governor?  


When he reached the dining room in the Grille it was a madhouse of activity. First response was entering through the rear entrance and making a beeline for the two victims.


All those days I guarded him and what good did it do?


Two Special Agents attached to Governor Campbell were hovering over her. Travis risked a look and couldn’t tell where the wound was. Catherine was covered neck to waist in blood. Leighton was in better shape. Back of the left shoulder.


“Where’s Gene?” Travis asked one of the suits watching over Catherine, more attentive now than they had been.


“Don’t know. Who are you?”


“Bristol. Blackmore Agency.”


 


FARRELL took Red’s leash from Jesse and Blaine took Bluebelle’s. They gave both dogs shirts that belonged to Mattie Larch and let them sniff the clothing for a few minutes.


“You waiting here, Jesse?” asked Blaine.


“I’ll follow along,” said Jesse, “just walking.”


“Take it easy,” said Farrell, “You shouldn’t leave the parking lot.”


“Hey, I’m a lot better,” said Jesse with a smirk, “well a bit better.”


“I want to watch the dogs work,” said Lane. “Never been close to Bloodhounds before.”


“Misty why don’t you stay with Jesse?” said Blaine.


“I want to go with you. You might need me.”


Blaine hollered over his shoulder to Lane as Bluebelle began running, “Lane, stay close to Misty.”


“Okay, boss.”


Bluebelle ran through a field of tall grass, then turned west and ploughed through a quarter mile of heavy bush a long way from any beaten path that the hikers and photo buffs had used. Blaine was out of breath and ready to drop by the time the big dog slowed. Bluebelle began baying like she always did when she found what she was searching for.


Several vultures squawked in protest as they took flight, and a couple of varmints scattered as Bluebelle laid down beside Mattie Larch.


“Farrell, run back and tell Lane to take Misty to the truck.”


“Yeah, bro. That’s pretty brutal to look at, even for me.”


Mattie’s head was slumped forward, her chin resting on her chest, her hair covering her face. She was tightly lashed to the tree chest high. Both of her arms had been hacked off above the elbows and she had bled out onto the ground.


Where are her arms?


Blaine called it in and gave directions to the wilderness grid they were in. The park ran for miles and it would take the troops some time to arrive. He reached for his smokes and his phone rang just as Farrell returned. “Travis?”


“Thompson dressed up as a waiter and came right into the Capital Grille. He shot Leighton in the shoulder and I think by accident—the guy is a terrible shot—he missed Leighton with his second shot and hit Governor Campbell.”


“Shut the fuck up, Travis,” hollered Blaine. “Don’t tell me shit like that.”


“Sorry, boss. I chased him down across the Capitol grounds out front and got him in the leg, but I had to go back and secure the scene. Those State assholes weren’t doing anything.”


“We’re State assholes too, or did you forget?”


“Yeah, I did. Sorry, Blacky.”


“Where did they take them. Which hospital?”


“Saint David’s.”


“Go get Mrs. Leighton and take her to the hospital, Trav. I’ll be along soon. Keep me updated on their conditions.”


“I’m on my way.”


“What, bro? You look pale, even for a bandito.”


“Thompson shot Leighton and Cat inside the Capital Grille.”


“In the restaurant?”


Blaine nodded. “You’ve got this. I’m going to Saint David’s and I’ll send Jesse and Lane to the Grille.”


“What will I use for wheels when I’m done?”


“Get Sue to drop you home.” Blaine smirked.


“That ain’t funny,” said Farrell. “I might not be pure when I make it home.”


 


OUT OF BREATH on the mile jog back to the parking lot, he met Jesse half way. “Turn around, but don’t run. We got trouble.”


“What happened? Did you find Mattie Larch?”


“Yeah, Bluebelle found her. Farrell’s got the scene, but we’ve got bigger problems.”


“Bigger than another murder?” asked Jesse. He was already out of breath and Blaine slowed down even more.


“Okay, stop and rest for a minute.” The four of them stood in the middle of the grassy field and Blaine held up a hand. “Ewing shot Perry Leighton and Cat in the Capital Grille.”


Jesse lost his breath for a moment, then stood silently with his hand over his heart.


“This is what we’re going to do,” said Blaine. “Jesse and Lane go to the restaurant and help Cat’s security team clean up the details. Travis has gone to pick up Mrs. Leighton and take her to the hospital, and that’s where I’m going. I’ll have Mary meet me there.”


“Okay, we can do that,” said Jesse. “Gene can probably handle it, but we’ll help him.”


“That’s the thing,” said Blaine. “Trav couldn’t find Gene and he’s worried.”


“Oh, fuck,” said Jesse. “That can’t be right. He’s in charge of her security and he’s always with Catherine. Thompson could have taken Gene out first. We’ve got to find him.”


 


EWING hid in the bushes until a group of tourists admiring the Tejano statues took too fuckin many pictures, then went on their way. He crouched down clutching his bleeding leg and skootched along crab-like to the parking lot. He had to get away from there and it had to be fast, because his leg was leaving a tell-tale trail of blood.


So worth the risk to shoot that bastard, Perry Leighton. “I hope I hit him in the heart.”


Couldn’t wait around to find out.


The cops might be watching Kirstin’s trailer, but he doubted it. Didn’t matter much either way. He didn’t have any other options. She was the only one who would fix him up and not cause him any trouble.


 


BLAINE parked in front of the Emergency door in a no-stopping zone and left the strobes on. He helped Misty down from the side step, silently cursing her sandals, and holding her hand he hurried inside. He pointed to a chair in the crowded waiting area and waited his turn at the intake desk.


“Yes, sir, can I help you?” An older nurse wearing ‘Mazie’ on her name tag peered at him through thick glasses.


Blaine showed his credentials. “An ambulance brought Perry Leighton and Catherine Campbell in a few minutes ago. I need to know where they are.”


“Oh, it’s so terrible that someone could shoot our beautiful Governor in broad daylight,” she said. “Have you caught the man who did it?”


“Almost,” said Blaine. “Please tell me where they are.”


“Both patients are in surgery. You won’t be able to see them until they transfer to the ICU afterward.”


“And what floor is that?” asked Blaine.


“Fourth.”


“Thanks, Mazie.”


 


JESSE and Lane walked into the dining room at the Capital Grille and the earlier chaos had subsided. Order had been restored, privacy screens had been erected and half the dining room was closed to the public while the other half carried on business as usual.


In their secluded back corner, the crime scene techs worked diligently gathering evidence from the scene.


“Anyone seen Special Agent Wyman?” asked Jesse. His question drew blank looks. Nobody had seen Gene.


Jesse looked at Lane but was in essence talking to himself. “If Gene came here with Catherine—like he absolutely would—and she was secure—sitting at her table in the dining room, Gene wouldn’t be far away.”


“Like men’s’ room or out for a smoke?” asked Lane.


“Uh huh. Something like that after she was seated, and he felt she was in a safe place. Let’s check the men’s room first, although surely somebody would have found him by now.”


“You’d think,” said Lane.


They exited the dining room and followed the washroom signs down the wide hallway. Jesse pushed the door open and pulled up short. “Smell it?”


Lane didn’t say anything.


“Blood,” said Jesse. “Open every door. He’s in here.”


On the opposite wall to the urinals there was a row of closed stalls. Lane started at one end and worked his way along. The fifth stall was locked. He knocked. “Anybody in there?”


“Look under and see if it’s a guy in a dark suit,”


Lane flopped down on his belly and looked under the door. “Yep, guy in suit flopped over sideways.”


“Go get tools from the techs. We have to remove the door. I’ll call for an ambulance.”


 


DRIVING while his leg bled like a fuckin faucet into his boot caused Ewing to sink his teeth into his bottom lip and white-knuckle the steering wheel. Could he make it all the way to the trailer park that seemed farther away from downtown than he remembered? He let out a low groan and tried to convince himself that he could.


After stopping twice on the way to catch his breath and clear the dizziness from his head, he finally made it. Not bothering to park the stolen Chevy in Kirstin’s short driveway, Ewing left the truck on the side of the dirt road and hobbled to the four steps leading up to the deck. He tried the first step semi-crouched but standing up and hanging on to the wobbly hand rail and couldn’t do it. His leg wouldn’t support his weight. He dropped onto his knees and dragged himself like a baby onto the porch and across to the door. Two taps on the door were all he could manage.


Kristin opened the door a crack, saw Ewing lying at her feet and let out a little mewling sound. “What happened? Did the cops do this?”


“Help me inside, girl. Gotta get the bleeding stopped.”


Kristin tried but couldn’t lift him. She weighed less than a hundred pounds and had no strength. Grunting, groaning and mostly dragging, she tugged him over the threshold and into the kitchen. “Wait there until I get warm water and a towel.”


“Where am I gonna go, kid? Hurry up. I’m gonna expire.”


Kristin was back in a flash with Advil, a glass and a bottle of whisky. “Take this.”


Ewing complied. He downed the four white tablets and washed them down with a huge gulp of whiskey.


Kristin dropped to the floor, unzipped his blood-soaked jeans and tugged them off. She made a face when she saw the bullet hole and how much blood was gushing out. “I’m gonna press down hard on your leg, see if I can get it stopped.”


Ewing closed his eyes and laid his head on the hard floor. “Do whatever, sweetheart.”


 


MARY POLITO found Blaine and Misty in the waiting area outside the ICU. “I can’t believe this happened, Blaine.”


“Sit down, Mary, we have to write up something I can say to the media in the next ten minutes. They’ll find out like they aways do, and there will be swarms of them outside the hospital.”


“I’ll go get coffee,” said Misty. “It might help you think better, Beb.”


Blaine smiled at her. Thoughtful and sweet and he loved her so much. “Thanks, Mist, bring food too, if you see any.”


Misty left, and Travis came in with Mrs. Leighton. She’d been ill, and lost weight since Blaine had seen her last. He introduced her to Mary and she managed a smile.


“The nurse at the desk told me Perry is out of surgery and he’ll soon be in the unit,” said Mrs. Leighton. “When he gets there, I’ll be able to sit with him.”


“The nurse say anything about Cat?” Blaine asked Travis.


Travis nodded. “She’ll be a while longer.”


Blaine was on his feet. “I’m going out for a smoke.”


 


LOU THOMPSON spent every moment since he was freed on bail watching Kirstin Wark’s trailer. He figured the only way he’d find Mattie was to find his brother first. Ew had Mattie stashed somewhere and he’d try to make her tell him where the money was and how to get it.


I hope she just tells him and comes home.


He waited all afternoon in the depressing trailer park watching the residents come and go, and finally a pickup stopped in front of Kirstin’s trailer. His brother limped out of the truck and crawled on his hands and knees across the shabby deck.


He’s been shot. Good. That’ll make it easier.


Lou left his truck parked in the empty lot and jogged down the dirt road to Kirstin’s trailer.


 


SOMEONE’S COMING,” said Kirstin. She’d managed to get Ewing onto her bed and was pulling up the blanket when she heard footsteps on the deck.


“Take my gun and shoot whoever it is.”


“I can’t just shoot somebody, Ewing. I’m not you.”


“You have to if you want to go to Mexico with me like we talked about.”


“Are we really gonna be rich?”


“This ain’t the time to talk about it, girl. Look out and see who it is.”


Kirstin peeked out the bedroom window and she could see the guy on the deck. “It’s your brother that sings on the stage.”


“Fuck, he’s pissed about Mattie.”


“What should I do?”


“Give me the gun and let him in.”


Kirstin handed the gun back to Ewing and went to the door. “Hi, you’re his brother, ain’t you?”


“Don’t try to tell me he’s not here,” said Lou. “I saw him.”


“He’s shot in the leg, and he’s in bed.”


“Let me see him.”


Kirstin opened the door wider. “Sure thing.”


Lou stomped into the trailer, through the dirty, cluttered kitchen and down the short hallway to the only bedroom. He stood at the foot of the bed and shouted at Ewing. “What did you do with Mattie?”


“Killed her for taking my money. What the hell did you think I’d do with her? She was a greedy thieving bitch.”


“You killed her?”


“Course I did. Woman does me wrong and she’d dead. I ain’t a gutless piece of shit like you.”


Lou pulled out his gun. “Let’s see who’s the gutless one.” He pointed at Ewing and fired.


Kirstin screamed and ran past Lou out of the room.


Ewing fired three quick shots and Lou fell to the floor in the doorway.






 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


THE GOVERNOR was being moved to intensive care when Jesse arrived with Lane. Through the glass doors, Blaine was watching the nurses getting Cat set, and didn’t see Jesse get off the elevator.


“Gene is downstairs in Emergency,” said Jesse and Blaine stared.


“How bad is he?” asked Blaine.


“Couldn’t tell,” said Jesse. “Lots of blood all over his suit and all over the walls and floor of the toilet stall.”


“This is a nightmare,” said Blaine. “I can’t leave here until Cat is stable.”


“Why?” asked Lane. “Doesn’t she have her own security?”


Blaine nodded. “Uh huh. She does.”


“Where would Thompson go if he was shot?” asked Jesse.


“He’s a loner, but if he needs help bad he might go back to Kirstin Wark’s trailer,” said Blaine. “We don’t have anybody on it right now, unless Calhoun does.”


“Farrell can go take a look,” said Jesse. “He should be done out at Barton Creek.”


“Yeah,” said Blaine, “put Farrell on that and the Chief will need an update on the whole day. It’s a wonder he hasn’t called me.”


“I’ll take care of it,” said Jesse. “Lane can give me a hand with the paperwork.”


 


FARRELL received the call from Jesse when he was almost back to the Agency. “Yeah, boss, what’s cooking?”


Jesse explained about the shooting at the restaurant and Travis hitting Thompson.


“So Blacky thinks he might go to the girl’s trailer for some medical?”


“Possible.”


“I’ll drive out there now to be sure. How’s Blacky holding up where Cat’s concerned?”


“He’s pacing and waiting to see her.”


“Fuck, he’s gonna be a goddam mess.”


“Almost there now,” said Jesse.


“I believe it. He’s way too attached to her.”


“Or the other way around.”


“Where’s Pablo?”


“Right, you need backup. I think he finished what he was on and went back to the Agency.”


“I’ll pick him up in case Thompson happens to be there and tries to kill my ass.”


 


“FIVE MINUTES, Ranger Blackmore,” said the nurse as she opened the door for Blaine.


He strode across the unit listening to the machines and monitors beeping and hissing, his own heart pounding out a rhythm. A little too fast for his liking. He’d have to get Misty to show him how to slow down his breathing like Houdini used to do.


Cat was paler than pale—dead white. Redheads had pale skin, but this was more than that—she looked drained. Like she didn’t have a drop of blood left. Lying perfectly still, she looked like she might look in her casket. Dead. The white blanket pulled up to her chin didn’t help.


What the hell was he going to say to the media?


He sat in the chair beside her bed and picked up her limp hand. “Come on, Cat. You’re a strong girl. You can do this.”


 


FARRELL called Pablo and told him they had another call before quitting time. It had already been a brutal day and it wasn’t over yet. He cruised around East Cesar, picked Pablo up at the Agency and they headed out to the trailer park.


“Think he might go back there?” asked Pablo.


“Depends how good a shot Travis got off,” said Farrell. “Trav ain’t bad, but he could use a little work.”


“He’s been on bodyguard duty and hasn’t had much free time.”


“True enough,” said Farrell. “Bet he’s sick of sitting on his ass watching the DA.”


“But the customer was wounded on Travis’ watch,” said Pablo. “How’s the boss gonna feel about that?”


“He won’t be happy about Perry Leighton, but he’ll be out of his mind about Cat Campbell.”


“He got a thing for the lady Governor?”


“No, nothing like that.” Farrell turned to Pablo across the console. “Would you, if you had Misty in your bed?”


Pablo grinned. “Hell no. Miss Misty is some looker, and that soft drawl when she talks. Uh huh.”


“Louisiana,” said Farrell. “Okay, we’re almost there. One more county road. I hope he’s here and we can end the nightmare.”


“I’d like to bring him down,” said Pablo. “Be nice.”


“Boss would buy us a steak,” said Farrell, “guaranteed.”


Farrell steered the red Silverado into the trailer park and followed the single dirt track that wove between the shabby mobile homes. “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit.”


“What?” Pablo peered at the truck Farrell was pointing at.


“That’s his brother, Lou’s, truck. That asshole is itching to get himself killed.”


Pablo frowned. “Think Thompson would kill his own brother?”


“Sure do.” Farrell parked and hopped out. “Let’s clear the trailer. Go around and see if there’s a back door.”


Pablo took off running and rounded the trailer in less than a minute. “Nope. One door.”


Farrell knocked. “Police. Open up.”


No answer. He turned the door knob with his shirttail and it wasn’t locked. The kitchen was a dirty mess, the sink piled high with dishes and the floor had never been swept in Kirstin’s lifetime. The stale air reeked of grease, body odor and mildew.


“What a shithole,” said Pablo. He screwed up his face as they moved slowly through the long, narrow space with their weapons drawn.


“All that’s left is the bedroom and bathroom.” Farrell checked the tiny bathroom and shook his head.


Pablo opened the bedroom door and nodded. “Yep. Dead guy in here.”


Farrell stepped into the room hoping it was Ewing, but it was the wrong brother. “Damn it. What a fuckin waste of a great musician.”


Lou Thompson’s corpse was shoved far enough into the room to allow the door to close. His head was half under the bed.


“Was he good?”


“Fantastic. He had a dynamite band and was heading for a great career. Now he’s fuckin dead.” Farrell pointed at the door. “Let’s wait outside. We can have a smoke and get away from the stink.”


Standing on the half-rotted deck, Farrell made all the appropriate phone calls. First 911, then Blacky and then Jesse.


“You have to call the Chief too?” asked Pablo.


“Blacky will do it.”


 


“TIME to let Governor Campbell rest, Ranger Blackmore,” said Doctor Teague. “She’s stable and tomorrow she’ll open her eyes and begin her recovery. Trust me, she’ll be fine.”


Blaine shook the doctor’s hand and left the unit. As he turned to look for Misty he spotted Lieutenant Governor Templeton Stokes speaking to one of the nurses. “Lieutenant Governor,” said Blaine and offered his hand.


“Ranger Blackmore, nice to see you. Have you been in to see Catherine?”


“Only for a couple of minutes, but her doctor assured me she’d wake up tomorrow. The bullet came out cleanly and she’s stable.”


Stokes shook his gray head. “Where was she hit?”


“Above her heart,” Blaine pointed to a spot on his chest, “right about here.”


“My God,” said Stokes, “a bit lower and we would have lost her.”


“You’ll have to pick up the slack, sir, for the next few weeks.”


“Of course,” said Stokes. “I’ll put in extra hours to keep everything running smoothly.”


“Have you made a formal statement, sir?” asked Blaine.


“No, I haven’t. I wanted solid information about Catherine’s condition before I said anything to the media.”


“They’ll be gathered outside,” said Blaine. I’ll say something when I leave. Should I tell them you’ll be speaking to them tomorrow?”


“Yes, please, if you don’t mind. I’ll put something together when I go home.”


 


OUTSIDE the hospital, the media mobbed Blaine and Misty as they descended the steps.


“Get in the truck, sweetheart, I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”


“Ranger B, what can you tell us about the Governor? Is she going to make it?”


All the reporters and news anchors were shouting questions at the same time. Blaine held up and hand and waited until they shut up and started listening.


“I just left Governor Campbell and she’s doing okay. Her doctor assured me she was stable and would sleep until sometime tomorrow. The bullet came out cleanly and there were no complications during surgery. The bullet struck her here.” He pointed. “Well above her heart.”


“Who was the shooter? Have you caught him yet?”


“We’ve identified the shooter and he’ll be apprehended shortly.”


“What about DA Leighton?” shouted a female reporter.


“Mr. Leighton is doing well. His wife is with him. He was hit in the back of the shoulder and should make a full recovery. I’ll be speaking with him tomorrow after he’s had time to rest.”


“Were they both targets of the same shooter?” someone shouted.


“In my opinion, Governor Campbell was not the target. I believe she was hit by an errant shot.”


“Then the DA was the target?”


“I would have to say so.”


“Will there be an official announcement from the Capitol?”


“Yes. A few minutes ago, I spoke to Lieutenant Governor Stokes. He’s waiting upstairs to see Governor Campbell and he asked me to tell y’all he’s preparing an official announcement and will speak to y’all tomorrow.”


One reporter shouted from the back of the pack. “I heard there were shots fired on the Capitol grounds.”


Blaine nodded. “That information is accurate. The suspect was pursued by Deputy Bristol and subsequently wounded.”


“If he was shot, why didn’t Deputy Bristol capture him?”


“The suspect disappeared, and Deputy Bristol couldn’t leave the crime scene and the victims long enough to give chase. He acted correctly, and he did alert all patrols in the downtown area to be on the lookout for the suspect.”


“Why wasn’t he working with a partner?”


“He’d been guarding Mr. Leighton for several days and he was working alone.”


They all began shouting again and Blaine edged towards his truck. “Mary has something for y’all with more details of the ongoing investigation. Check your emails.”


 


CARM had supper on the stove when Blaine and Misty got back to the Agency. Blaine had his arm in the Sub-Zero and his hand on a cold Corona when Farrell called.


“Lou Thompson is dead out here in Kirstin Wark’s trailer, bro.”


“And Ewing is already gone?”


“Yep, you got it. Pablo and I are waiting on the troops.”


“I told him to stay in jail until we got his brother,” said Blaine.


“Not a good listener,” said Farrell. “Can’t hear nothin now.”


“I’ll have Carm keep your supper warm for you.”


“Appreciate it.”


 


ANNIE waited until dark and Lane still hadn’t returned from Austin. She liked him all right and he was a big strong hunk of a guy with all the experience in the world, but he couldn’t seem to focus on the task at hand. Some jobs took longer than others, and this one dragged on—even for her.


Maybe he preferred working with men. A lot of guys were like that. They figured a woman couldn’t cut it and wouldn’t be watching their back as good as another guy could. All bullshit, but some guys thought that way—Travis for one. They’d had words over it more than once. Some guys didn’t think like that at all and they welcomed her protection. Her boys appreciated her skills.


She gathered her equipment, loaded the saddlebags of her bike and took off. When she got within range, she’d check the tracker and see what Mick Marrero was up to.


The March night was brisk and cool with very little moonlight, but her leathers kept her warm and cozy. She loved riding her bike and never seemed to have enough time to just ride for the sheer pleasure of it.


When she got to Austin, Annie stopped in the parking lot of a strip mall about a half mile from Mick’s house and checked the tracker. The Boxter was moving south. Not too far from her location. She could easily catch up. She squeezed the gas and breezed into the street.


About ten minutes later, she caught up to Mick’s car at a stoplight. It was late, and most stores were closed. Maybe he was just cruising around the city looking for trouble.


A little farther south, he took the ramp for thirty-five south and Annie smiled. He’s heading out of town.


I’ve got him now.


She followed along behind until the night traffic thinned, then she sped up, gave him a bit of space, but stayed right behind.


He let the Porsche unwind on the interstate and Annie wondered if he had a job in San Antone. She watched and waited for her chance—a straight stretch of highway with no traffic around. Just when she thought it was a go, another car or truck would show up. This went on for miles until a rest area sign came up on the right side of the road. Mick turned his blinker on.


He slowed a little, but not a lot, choosing instead to make a screeching turn at the last minute. The car peeled to the right and then made a quick left into the parking area.


Annie gunned it, her Beretta in her waistband. She slowed and cruised into the parking lot as Mick picked a spot in front of the washroom facilities. He cut the engine and jumped out of the car, twirling the keys in his hand as he stepped up onto the sidewalk.  


Annie pulled in beside the Porsche and waited until Mick turned to look when he heard the rumble of the bike behind him. She squeezed off two quick shots, hitting Mick in the forehead. He dropped to the concrete without a sound. She shone her flash close to her bike, picked up her brass and she was gone.


Continuing south, she took the first turn-around and headed north to Austin. When she reached route twenty-one, Annie headed east. Twenty-one hit seventy-one and she took a right. She squeezed the gas for the home stretch, glad the job was finally done. Her mind was focused on telling the man she wasn’t doing any more favors for him, and she didn’t see the doe and fawn in time to safely miss them.


The doe leaped into the air and disappeared into the trees on the other side of the road, but the fawn froze in the bike’s headlight. Annie swerved towards the ditch to miss the spotted baby, caught loose gravel and dumped the Harley. The ditch was shallow, only a couple of feet deep, but the Softail was heavy on top of her.


She lay still for a few minutes trying to catch her breath, then she pushed up for all she was worth, and it wasn’t enough. There was pain in her right arm and she seemed to have no strength at all. She was stuck.


Her cell was in her pocket and it was a tight fit to get her hand in her jeans to pull it out. When she retrieved it, she pressed Mag’s cell number. He answered on the first ring.


“Where are you, sweetheart?”


“Seventy-one about five miles from the ranch.”


“Was it another possum?” Mag chuckled.


“Fawn.”


“Fuck, babe. Why the hell are you alone?”


“My backup went AWOL.”


“I’ll kill the prick. Hold on. I’ll be there in five.”


Mag arrived in less than five minutes and Bull, her ranch foreman, was with him. Mag shone a light down on her and she couldn’t help noticing the grins on both their faces.


“Come on, guys, it’s not that funny.”


“Oh, yeah, boss, it is.” Bull stepped down into the ditch and hefted the bike off her on the first try. He pushed it up onto the shoulder and Mag wheeled it over to the truck.


“This grass is wet.” Annie tried to get up and winced when her right arm touched the ground.


“Take my hand,” said Mag. He leaned down and pulled her up onto the road. “You okay?”


“Sure, I’m okay,” said Annie. “My clothes are wet from the dew, that’s all.”


Bull took a close look at her when the cab light came on. “That don’t look okay to me.” He pointed at her right arm. “The bike cut you good.”


“Dec will fix it.”


“Make sure he does.”


 





 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Friday, March 20th.


 


EWING woke himself up groaning in pain.


Kirstin propped herself up on a bird-like elbow and stared at him. “We need to get you to a hospital. The bullet is still in your leg.”


“How do you know?” His tongue was thick, his head felt fuzzy and he was gonna puke for sure.


“No hole where it came out. That’s how I know.”


Ewing leaned over the side of the bed and hurled.


“Jeeze, now you’re sick. I guess you couldn’t get to the bathroom.”


“Guess not.” He wiped his mouth on the bedsheet. “I can’t fuckin walk.”


Kirstin got out of bed and walked to the window. “Where are we?”


“Motel outside of the city. Nobody will find us here.”


“Are we going to Mexico today?” she asked.


“One more little chore to do first. Then we can go.”


“How are you gonna do another chore when you can’t walk?”


“You can do it for me,” said Ewing. “You’re my best girl.” He winked at her.


 


JESSE picked Annie up at her ranch for Special Agent Greg Shields’ memorial service. She struggled with the handle of the Range Rover trying to get the door open with her left hand.


Jesse hopped out and came around to help her. “What’s wrong, Ace? Is there something wrong with the door?”


“Nope. Something’s wrong with me. I fell off my bike and hurt my arm a little bit.” Nothing was visible. Her arms were covered by her long-sleeved black silk suit jacket.


Jesse smiled. “How’d that happen?”


“Baby deer.”


Jesse smiled down at her. “Uh huh. That’ll do it.”


“We going straight to the funeral home?” asked Annie.


“Blacky said he’d meet us there. He picked the one in Smithville because it’s more private and he didn’t want any media around.”


“I like that one too. The man who owns it is a nice person.”


“What were you doing out riding your bike, sweetheart?”


“Finishing my assignment.”


“Lane was there to help you when you fell, right?”


“Umm… no. He was helping you and Blaine yesterday and he never came back to the ranch when he was finished.”


Jesse glared over the console. “And why the hell wouldn’t he? He was assigned to you.”


Annie shrugged. “I don’t know, sugar. He just didn’t.”


“Did you call him before you left?”


“No. I told him ten o’clock. He didn’t show, and I figured I’d be okay. I used to work alone—totally alone and I like it.”


“He can’t do that,” said Jesse. “You could have been killed or badly hurt and you’re out there alone. And you were hurt, you’re just not showing me how badly. I’m not letting this slide.”


“Job’s done and I’m still kicking. You can go easy on him, sugar pop.”


Jesse shook his dark mop of hair. “Not happening. My wife could have been killed.”


 


THE SMITHVILLE Funeral Home welcomed the staff of The Blackmore Agency and not many others. Greg’s family would hold their own service in Roanoke, his hometown in Virginia. Chief Calhoun was in attendance, along with Misty LeJeune, Mary Polito and Carmelita Flores.


The service was short and simple. Blaine said a few words about Greg, what an asset he’d been to the Blackmore team and how greatly he’d be missed. Blaine was followed at the lectern by Rick Rosella and Andy Comstock. All of them mentioned Jack Prima, fighting for his life in the hospital and unable to be there to say goodbye to his partner and friend.


Annie sobbed on Jesse’s sleeve and he held her close to him to console her. “This is a terrible time for us, Ace.”


 


AFTER THE SERVICE, the staff returned to the Agency for a private luncheon. Carm had set the tables in the dining room and kitchen in advance and done a lot of baking. Blaine had ordered the main course from Tulley’s.


Blaine offered everyone a drink on their arrival, and most of the boys opted for beer. He opened a bottle of red and one of white and filled glasses for Lily, Misty, Mary and Carm. Annie drank Lone Star and sat quietly by herself.


Lane seemed distant. He took his beer and stared out the kitchen window at the dogs, then sat down at the little table in the alcove across from Annie. “Sorry I didn’t make it back last night. We had a busy day and I didn’t realize how wiped I was. I crashed on my sofa when I got home.”


Annie nodded, then picked up her beer with her left hand and chugged it.


Lane grinned. “So, you’re not talking to me now?”


“Nothing to say.”


Jesse strode over to the table and glared down at Lane. “On the other hand, I do have something to say. You were assigned to my wife and you didn’t show up or call. She had an accident during the completion of her assignment and she was alone.” Jesse pointed a finger in Lane’s face. “Hurt and alone out on the highway with a seven hundred pound Harley on top of her. She could have been killed while you were home sleeping.”


“I didn’t know she’d be tracking the… we hadn’t done much, and I figured she wasn’t ready. If she’d called me, I would have come. She didn’t so I figured I was good for at least one more day.”


“Not your call, Forget,” said Jesse. “It’s not up to you to figure anything out. You had an assignment and you were on duty at ten o’clock.”


“Sorry, boss. It won’t happen again.”


“Damn right it won’t. You’re fired, Lane.”


Lane stood up. “Hey, come on, it wasn’t that serious.”


Jesse hauled off and punched Lane in the face.


Lane reared back to retaliate, and Farrell caught his arms from behind.


“Enough,” said Farrell. “Away you go.” He pushed Lane out of the kitchen and across the foyer to the door. “Go home.”


Blaine cast a confused look at Jesse and then at Annie, “What’s going on?”


Jesse explained about Lane not going back to the ranch.


“And Mom got hurt?” asked Blaine. “Show me.”


Annie shook her head. “It’s not serious, and besides Declan bandaged it after he put the stitches in.”


“You needed stitches?” Blaine glowered. “You fell off your bike, Mom. There could have been a car coming.”


“But there wasn’t, and I’m fine.”


“He’s still fuckin fired,” said Jesse. “I ain’t changing my mind.”


“Nope,” said Blaine, “and I’m not asking you to. I agree with your decision, partner. That was a good call.”


 


THE GUESTS departed, and Blaine, Annie and Jesse went to the hospital.


Jesse went to check on Gene Wyman’s condition, Annie went to sit with Jack and Blaine entered the ICU to see if Cat was awake.


He sat in the single guest chair beside her bed and gazed at her pale face. Her first few months in office had been anything but easy. If she had a husband supporting her, things wouldn’t have been so difficult, but was there a man out there strong enough to take on Catherine Campbell?


He was debating with himself whether there was or not when Cat opened her eyes. “Hey, about time.” He smiled at her and she tried to smile back.


Her eyes held questions and she tried to speak but couldn’t. Blaine held a finger to his lips and she closed her eyes.


 


JESSE spoke to Gene Wyman’s doctor and was informed Gene had survived the surgery but hadn’t regained consciousness. He was on the critical list and wasn’t allowed any visitors.


 


ANNIE sat beside Jack’s bed at the opposite end of the intensive care unit. She picked up his hand and held it, not knowing if he could feel her touching him or not. They’d worked as a team so many times and she knew him better than any of the other junkers. Special Agent Jack Prima was special to her.


 


FARRELL and Pablo were alone in the dining room at the Agency eating leftover pie while Misty and Carm cleaned up the kitchen. Farrell’s cell jangled, and it was the Chief.


“Rest area down I-35, Donovan. Dead guy beside a Porsche. Ring any bells?”


“Nope, but I’ll go take a look, sir. Any other information?”


“The highway patrolman who called it in said it looked like a pro job. Double tap to the head.”


“I’m leaving now. Keep you posted.”


“We got work?” asked Pablo forking in the last bite of his pecan pie. He jumped up and took his plate to the dishwasher.


“Yep. Some guy who won’t be driving his Porche any longer.”


“That’s a sad story.”


“Yeah, ain’t it?” Farrell gave Carm a hug on the way out. “Good eats, mi Corazon.”


“Bueno,” said Pablo and Carm smiled.


As they drove south looking for the rest area, Farrell shoved Annie’s CD into the slot.


Pablo listened for a while as they cruised along. “That’s a great CD. I don’t recognize the singer.”


“It’s Annie. A private CD. Only me and Blaine and Trav have a copy. Jesse might have one too.”


“That’s your Mom?” Pablo was wide-eyed.


“Uh huh. She has her own house band. What day is it?”


“Friday.”


“They play tonight at the ranch.”


“I’d like to hear them.”


“See what time we get finished and I’ll take you.”


Pablo grinned.


 


ANNIE jumped out of Jesse’s Range Rover at the gate when he dropped her off at Coulter-Ross. He wouldn’t stay to have a beer with her, saying he’d been away from Charity for too long and had to get home. It still broke her heart that he’d taken the baby away from her to raise her on Quantrall land. Wouldn’t it be better to have a mother than have your own dirt under your feet?


Every day is worse than the last. I need somebody in my life.


Annie walked from the gate to the house and didn’t notice the truck that didn’t belong parked in front of the garage.


Lane sat in one of the wicker chairs on the porch waiting for her.


“Oh, hi,” said Annie, “I didn’t realize you were here.”


“I had to come to apologize. I didn’t skip out on purpose, I just fell asleep. I should have called.”


Annie stood with her hand on the door latch. “It’s over now. The job is finished.”


“But I lost my job, Annie, because of you.”


“Because of me? You’re kidding, right?”


“No, I’m not kidding, and I think you owe me. I want you to talk to boy wonder and ask him to give me another chance.”


Annie turned and took a stance. “Are you referring to Blaine?”


“Of course, I am. Anybody can see he’s just a kid on a power trip. What’s the big deal? I fell asleep, missed a shift—doing basically nothing—no harm, no foul.”


“Jesse fired you and Blaine backed him up. There’s nothing I can do. I have nothing to do with the Blackmore Agency.”


Lane smiled. “But you have a lot to do with the kid who runs it. Rumor has it you two are so tight it’s… spooky.”


“Spooky?”


“Not the word I was searching for. You know what I mean.”


“Nope. Do not. I’ve got to start dinner. You better be going.”


“Are you saying you won’t help me?”


“Can’t help you. Sorry.”


Lane jumped off his chair and grabbed Annie’s stitched arm. “I need my job back and you’re going to get it for me.”


Annie screamed, and Jose crossed the compound like a streak of lightning. “Hands in the air.” Jose pointed an automatic weapon at the center of Lane’s chest.


Lane let go of Annie and raised his hands. “Okay, okay. I didn’t mean to hurt her. I’m going.”


Jose escorted Lane to his truck at gunpoint and saw him out the gate.


Annie went to her room, laid on her bed and sobbed.


 


THE PAIN KILLERS Kirstin had given him wore off and Ewing woke up groggy. He opened his eyes and didn’t recognize the room. Where was the girl?


“Hey, kid,” his voice came out in a whisper. She didn’t answer. The TV was on but no sound, the drapes closed and the room in semi-darkness. Maybe she was in the bathroom. His throat was so dry he couldn’t swallow. “Water.” He pushed the covers away and tried to get up but couldn’t move his leg. It throbbed with pain but didn’t feel attached to his body any more. Maybe he was dreaming. He needed more pain pills and more sleep. Where was the girl? He moaned and closed his eyes.


 


HIGHWAY PATROL had the scene taped off around the Boxter when Farrell and Pablo arrived. The local Medical Examiner was kneeling on the sidewalk ready to zip up the body bag and a crowd of spectators holding cell phones had gathered to watch the procedure and film their own gory videos for YouTube.


Farrell strode over to the highway patrolman in uniform. A short stocky man in his early fifties. “Donovan, sir, from Violent Crime. Was it you who found the body?”


“Dead-eye Donovan?”


Farrell smiled and shrugged.


The officer offered his hand. “Nice to meet you, Donovan.


Farrell pointed to his partner. “Deputy Pablo Acosta.”


The officer gave his hand to Pablo.


“Anybody around when you found the deceased?”


“Nah, too early. Barely light out. I was almost ready to go off shift and I came in for a bathroom break and a Coke to get me to quitting time.”


“You already checked for brass, I bet,” said Farrell.


“First thing. But if it was a pro hit, there wouldn’t be nothin to find. Always the same.”


“Gotcha. Good job. I’ll have them send the victim to our morgue and maybe we’ll get something.”


“Nice meeting you, Donovan.”


Farrell gave him a wave as he strode across the parking lot to his SUV.


“Nothing here,” said Pablo. “Prints from the victim are the best we can hope for.”


“Amen to that.”


 


BLAINE left Cat sleeping. At least she’d opened her eyes and seen him sitting there. He wanted her to know she wasn’t alone. Nothing worse than that, and he should know. The worst moment of his life was waking up completely alone in Odessa under the bleachers in the fairgrounds.


The visit wasn’t a total waste of time when he had so many other things on his plate. Finding Ewing Thompson and putting a bullet in his head or his heart was number one on his list. How he was going to accomplish that, he hadn’t quite figured out. Yet.


He pressed the key fob to open his truck door and his cell rang. He checked the screen and it said unknown number. “Who the hell is calling me now?” Annoyed, he barked out his name, “Blackmore.”


“Ranger, this is Kirstin. I need help.”


“Kirstin,” his voice softened. “I’m so glad you called. Where are you?”


“I don’t know. That’s the problem. Ewing is hurt bad and he’s getting worse by the minute. He’s dying from the bullet in his leg, I’m pretty sure and I’m stuck here with him. Is there a reward for Ewing like on ‘Most Wanted’ or like that?”


 “If you lead me to him, I’ll make sure you get money, Kirstin, out of my own pocket.”


“How much?”


“Umm… how much would be good for you?”


“Five thousand.”


“Done. I guarantee it,” said Blaine.


“Come and get me, please.”


“Tell me where.”


“I don’t know. Can you tell by the phone?”


She doesn’t drive.


“Okay, maybe. Is it a pay phone?”


“Yes. We’re in a motel a little ways down the road from the gas station with the phone.”


“Is there a highway marker?”


“Let me look. Can you hold?”


“Uh huh.”


Kirstin came back out of breath. “One eighty-three.”


“Okay, great,” said Blaine. “What’s the name of the motel?”


“I forget. Something with Coach on the front. I’m scared, Ranger. I don’t want to be here.”


“I’m coming right now, Kirstin. Go back to the motel but stay in the lobby or the coffee room where there’s other people. Stay away from Ewing, will you do that for me?”


“He’ll wonder where I am.”


“Let him wonder. I want you to be safe and alive when I get there.”


“Okay, thanks.”


 


TRAVIS had left Mrs. Leighton at the hospital and gone home for a few hours. She was in good hands and would be spending a couple of nights with her children while the DA was in the hospital.


Travis had crashed on his bed for an hour and was making a pot of coffee when Blacky called.


“Got a locate on Thompson. Nobody available. Can you meet me?”


“Yep. Where, boss?”


“You at home?”


“Uh huh.”


“Come up one eighty-three from the I-10. Look for a motel with Coach in the name. I’ll come south, and we’ll meet when we find it.”


“How do you know he’s there?”


“The girl called. She’s alone and scared, and she’s stranded. She thinks he’s dying.”


“No matter. We’ve got to finish it.”


 


BLAINE headed south out of the city, siren on and strobes flashing. If he missed Thompson this time, he’d freak out and it wouldn’t be pretty. He took one thirty until he reached the one eighty-three intersection, screeched onto the southbound ramp and zooming southbound on one-eighty-three, he began searching both sides of the road for motels.


Thompson hadn’t gone too far. Maybe he couldn’t drive any farther with his damaged leg and the girl didn’t know how to drive. Just south of Lockhart he saw a possibility. A two-storey hotel/motel with Coach in the name. He took the off-ramp, circled around and parked at the front door, strobes flashing.


He checked the parking area and there was no sign of Travis—not yet. He had a lot farther to come.


Inside at the registration desk, he showed the clerk on duty Ewing Thompson’s picture. “Is this man staying here?”


The clerk on duty, was tall and slim with a face full of acne scars. He looked college age or a bit older.


“Umm… I’m not sure I can give out that information.”


His short fuse burning down, Blaine smacked his cred pack on the granite counter. “Tell me now. This man has killed more people than you can count. Tell me.”


“Yes, sir,” The clerk’s hands shook as he turned away from the computer screen. “Room two thirty.”


“Have you seen the girl that came in with him?”


“I saw her go out earlier but haven’t seen her since.”


“Okay, thanks,” said Blaine. “I’ll need a key card.”


“Oh, no, sir. I can’t give you that.”


“Two choices,” hollered Blaine. “Give me the card or you go up with me and open the fuckin door.”


He nodded, and his lower lip quivered as he fumbled around for his master key.


Blaine opened the front door and took another look around for Travis. Still not here.


Should I wait, or go on up there and take my chances?


He stuck his head in the breakfast room and it was empty, as empty as the lounge. Where was Kirstin?


Blaine motioned to the clerk. “Let’s go, sir.” He turned towards the elevators and Travis jogged through the front door. Blaine nodded, and the three of them hit the elevator.


“Two thirty,” said the clerk in a shaky voice. “Do you think I’ll get hurt?”


“Not if you open the door and then run,” said Travis. “Your best option.”


The skinny kid nodded.


Travis pulled out his Sig. “How do you want to do it?”


“As soon as the door opens, I’ll shoot him in the head,” said Blaine, “unless he’s out cold.”


His eyes as big as saucers, the clerk stuck his card in the slot. The green light came on, Blaine pressed the handle down and the kid ran for the elevator.


“Okay, he’s out of the way,” said Travis. “Good.”


Blaine opened the door a crack and looked in. The room was small and dark, the only light coming from the hallway. Queen size bed, round table in the corner, credenza holding a TV, an open door to the bathroom.


“He in there?” asked Travis.


“Looks like he’s in the bed.” Blaine raised his Beretta and pushed the door open wide enough to pass through. He kept his gun trained on the form in the bed.


Travis flicked the light on.


Blaine pointed his Beretta at Ewing Thompson’s head while Travis cautiously pulled the blanket off. Once the blanket was removed it was plain to see as well as smell the infected leg.


Thompson lay unconscious and barely breathing.


Travis rolled the still form over and cuffed Thompson’s hands behind his back. He never moved or made a sound.


Blaine called for an ambulance, then said, “I’ll wait here. You go down and wait for the paramedics. See if you can find Kirstin.”


Travis nodded and left.


Blaine sat at the corner table and called Chief Calhoun. “We have Thompson, sir. He’s unconscious and hardly breathing, but we have him in custody.”


“Did you call for an ambulance?”


“I didn’t want to, but, yeah, I did.”


“Good call. Talk to me in the morning, son. I’m glad you got him.”


 


TRAVIS was exiting the front door of the motel when the ambulance arrived. He gave them the room number and they hurried to the elevator with the stretcher. The desk clerk swore that Kirstin hadn’t come through the lobby since she first went out.


That would be when she went to call Blacky. Hours ago. The only other place she could be unless she hitched a ride with somebody was in the truck they stole.


Travis tramped through row after row in the parking lot looking for a pickup with an occupant. “Uh huh, there she is.” Kirstin was sitting in the passenger seat sleeping.


Trying his best not to scare her, Travis tapped lightly on the window. The girl jumped and screamed when she saw him standing and looking in the window. Her nerves were frayed.


He held up his creds and said, “Roll down the window, Kirstin.”


She shook her head.


He texted Blacky.


“Found her in the truck. She won’t open the door for me.”


“I’ll be right down.”


Blaine ran across the parking lot, stood beside the window and waved at her. She smiled and lowered the window.


“Ranger, I was so scared.”


“It’s all good now, Kirstin. Ewing has gone to the hospital.”


“He’s gonna die, ain’t he?”


“I’m not sure,” said Blaine, “he’s unconscious.”


“Can you pay me my money and take me back home? I did what y’all wanted.”


“You did. You were helpful,” said Blaine, “and yes, I’ll get your money for you when I take you back home.”


“There’s something horrible in the back of the truck,” she said. “Ewing wanted me to take them and deliver them to Chief Calhoun. That’s what I was supposed to be doing when I phoned you.”


“What kind of horrible?” asked Travis.


Kirstin hooked her thumb over her shoulder and didn’t say any more.


Travis glanced in the load bed and nodded.


Once they had Kirstin moved into Blaine’s truck for the trip home and a tow truck called for the stolen vehicle, he asked Travis what was in the back of the Chevy pickup.


“Mattie’s arms,” whispered Travis. “A gift for Calhoun.”


 


FARRELL AND PABLO stopped at the steakhouse in Smithville after they finished at the rest area crime scene. They had a couple of drafts, then a thick rare steak and fries.


“Best steak I’ve had in a long while,” said Pablo. “But I don’t go out much.”


“You have a girlfriend?” asked Farrell.


“Long time ago before I enlisted. More into being a Ranger. It’s hard work.”


“An elite bunch,” said Farrell, “Why did you leave?”


“My gig was up, and my Mom sent me letters every week about Austin and about my sisters and what all of them were doing. Mostly homesick, I’d have to say.”


“Annie is my home. As long as I’m near the ranch, I’m home.”


“She raised you?”


“From when I was eighteen and my brother Neil was thirteen. Annie was married to a couple of club bosses and she knew about the young kids from bad homes that joined gangs, couldn’t cut it and then couldn’t get out. She got pissed off, built a safe-house and started helping the juvies get away.”


“Wow, like a saint or something.”


“A lot of the boys believe they’d be dead by now if she hadn’t helped them. Me for one.”


“Can’t wait to hear her sing,” said Pablo.


Farrell checked his watch. “The band starts about nine. We better get going.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Saturday, March 21st.


 


First Day of Spring.


“MORNING, MOM,” said Farrell. He clumped down the hall in his cowboy boots and plopped down at the harvest table. “Didn’t mean to get so fuckin drunk last night.”


“It’s okay,” said Annie. She hugged him and smoothed down his tangled hair. “If that’s what it takes to get you to sleep at home, I’m all for it.”


“Any coffee?”


“Sure, I’ll get you a mug. Is Pablo up?”


“He’s taking a shower to sober up. He had a great time.”


“I like him. He’s quiet and polite.”


Pablo strode down the hall a few minutes later, his black hair damp from the shower. “Thanks for letting me sleep here, Mrs. Powell. I guess I had a few too many Lone Stars.”


“Happens to everybody,” said Annie. “You can call me ‘Annie.’ I’m not Mrs. Powell so much anymore.”


“Any leftover biscuits from breakfast?” asked Farrell.


“Sure. How about some ham and eggs to go with the biscuits?”


“Umm… I’m good with just coffee,” said Pablo, “but thanks.”


“Farrell will eat, won’t you, baby?”


“I could eat.”


 


BLAINE sat at the kitchen table with Misty. She’d poured herself a second cup of tea and sipped it carefully.


“Maybe we should go to New Orleans for a couple of days and get a handle on your house repairs.”


“That would be fun if you have time.”


“We’re wrapping here, and I could use a few days off.”


“What about Daddy?”


“What about him?”


“He won’t let the repair men in.”


Blaine smiled. “I’ll hire ghost busters.”


Misty giggled.


Blaine’s cell rang, and it was the Chief. “Hospital called and said Thompson died in his sleep. We’ll get his corpse later today.”


“Uh huh. Okay. Do you want to charge Kirstin with anything? I took her home to her trailer and gave her the five K I promised her for turning him in.”


“I think not. She’s had a rough time of it.”


“Good,” said Blaine, “I’m going to see Cat in an hour and I’ll look in on Jack and Gene.”


“The DA goes home today,” said the Chief. “He got off light compared to the others.”


“I’m thinking about taking off to New Orleans until about Wednesday. There’s nothing pressing is there?”


“Nothing. We got the prints back from the guy at the rest area and he didn’t show up anywhere. That case is going nowhere. You need a break.”


“Thanks, Chief.”


 


AT NOON, Blaine and Misty arrived at Saint David’s. He checked on Gene Wyman and Jack Prima, and they were both heavily sedated and resting comfortably, according to the nurses on duty.


When they stepped out of the elevator onto the fourth floor Misty headed for the waiting room.


“Aren’t you coming in with me?” asked Blaine.


“She doesn’t like me,” said Misty. “I’d rather stay here.”


“I don’t care if she likes you or doesn’t like you, it’s none of her business.”


“You go, Beb. I brought a book to read.”


Blaine entered the ICU and sat down next to the Governor’s bed. She turned her head towards him and opened her eyes.


“Hi, sweetie.”


“Hi. You better today?”


“Hard to tell.”


“You don’t look so white, if that’s an indication.”


“Might be. Did you get him?”


“Uh huh. We got him. Case closed.”
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CHAPTER ONE




March 23rd.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


MYSTERE ABELLA LEJEUNE was the name on her birth certificate, and also on the deed of the house she couldn’t enter.


She’d stood in this exact spot in front of her house so many times peering through the black iron fence she’d lost count. The grass had grown tall and died off, leaving ugly brittle stubble. Weeds thrived in every flower bed and almost reached as high as the window sills. The painted trim around the doors and windows peeled from sheer neglect, and it hadn’t been that long. Not even ten years.


It seemed like a lifetime ago when she’d lived here with her family. Her beautiful mother, tall and graceful, long dark hair, brushed and shimmering. Always smiling. Her father, happy and successful running his own business. He always had time for his family and loved to lavish them with gifts and surprise trips.


What had happened to make Daddy so… so changed? 


Today would be different. Today she’d push the gate open, bravely walk up the cracked sidewalk, put her key in the door and cross the threshold into her own house. Today he wouldn’t be able to stop her.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


UNABLE to leave Austin in good conscience with Governor Campbell in the hospital, Blaine stalled Misty for a week, then it became impossible to delay her trip to New Orleans any longer. He’d come home from the hospital the night before and she was gone.


Even though she told him she was used to the delays and the disappointments, and she’d wait until he was free, the work of the Blackmore Agency always came before what she wanted to do. For the most part, Misty was patient and understanding, but a person was only blessed with so much patience and Misty had run out.


He’d join her as soon as humanly possible, and he’d texted her those exact words this morning. Misty, wandering around alone in New Orleans, was not something Blaine wanted to think about, whether she regarded The Big Easy as her home or not.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE finished coaching Pablo at the shooting range and invited him in for a beer while they cleaned their guns. He was the newest addition to the Blackmore Agency and she liked him. Quiet and reserved, a former army ranger, Pablo had it all going for him. Dark and swarthy good looks with jet black hair and eyes, well-built body bulging with muscles.  Polite and friendly disposition, yet somewhat introverted and controlled at the same time. There was a lot going on under that cool exterior. And sex appeal? Uh huh. Pablo had that all going on—cool and quiet on the outside—hot and steamy on the inside.


“Your non-dominant hand is coming along well,” Annie said as she set the two cans of Lone Star on the table beside the rags and the can of Hoppes. Would you like a glass? I’m getting one for myself.”


Pablo flashed a brilliant smile. “I’m good with the can, thanks.”


“You’re off on a Monday?”


“Lily made up a new schedule, so the boss has men at the agency working on the open cases, and men on call in case things get crazy. That way, we kind of rotate the hours a bit better when things are quiet.”


“Nothing new since Ewing Thompson?”


“No, and the boss didn’t want anything with so many in the hospital. Keeps him busy checking on the Governor.”


“She depends on him far too much,” said Annie, “but that’s only my opinion. She has advisors, staff and a security team for what she sometimes asks Blaine to do.”


Pablo nodded. “I’ve met her, but I don’t know her at all. Not yet.”


Annie tore down her Beretta with lightning speed, cleaned it and put it back together.


When they finished, and Pablo was ready to leave, she walked him out to his truck. “This is a different truck.”


“Thompson smashed mine up good when he rammed me into the bus shelter. It’s still in the body shop. This is a rental.”


“The Agency is paying for it, right?”


 Pablo nodded. “Blaine insisted on it. My truck was wrecked on the job.”


“He has insurance for things like that,” said Annie. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”


Pablo’s eyes went to the bandage on Annie’s right arm. “You were hurt, and you had no backup. I know that’s why Lane was fired, although nothing else was said.”


“I’m fine and Jesse didn’t need to fire him. The boss was being a little over-protective of his ex-wife.”


“The boss was mad, that was easy to see.” Pablo grinned. “He landed a healthy right in Lane’s face.”


Annie shook her head. “Jesse is a scrapper. Always has been. He’s been in more bar fights than I can count.”


“Are you…?” Pablo shook his head. “No, I can’t ask you that.”


“Ask me what? If I’m seeing anyone?”


“It would be incorrect for me to ask you that and I don’t want to get on anybody’s black list.”


Annie giggled. “You won’t be on my black list. You’d have to do a helluva lot more than ask a question. And the answer is ‘no’, Jesse and I are divorced and I’m not seeing anyone... but he is.”


Pablo raised a dark eyebrow.


“Jesse is seeing his doctor on a personal level.”


“Uh huh. I didn’t know that.”


“Why are you asking, sugar? Do you want to hang out?”


He nodded. “I’m not much on dating, like picking up girls in bars or doing romantic stuff, but I enjoy my time here at the ranch with you. It means a lot to me.”


Annie smiled. “Let’s hang out, then. You have my number in your phone. Text me when you have free time and drive down. Next time you come we’ll saddle up and I’ll show you my ranch.”


Pablo grinned. “I’m so happy.”


Annie waved goodbye as he drove through the gate. She went back into the kitchen and pulled another beer out of the Sub-Zero.


He’s sweet. I’m glad one of us is happy.


 


Medical Building. Downtown Austin.


JESSE sat in the chair in front of Jan Wagner’s desk waiting for the latest word on his weak heart and his all-out effort to rebuild himself into the muscular cowboy he used to be.


“What’s the good word, doc?” Doctor Wagner was an MD, but also a Doctor of Naturopathic Medicine. Jesse’s brother Brian who was also a doctor and a surgeon had objected to Jesse taking this new path to health. Brian was confident he had all the answers and downplayed Jesse’s interest in natural medicine. Despite Brian’s objections, the regimen Doctor Wagner had Jesse following seemed to be working, and he hadn’t had any setbacks.


Jan smiled and looked up from her notes. “A little progress, but not as much as I’d hoped for. We’ve got to go that extra mile, Jesse. I know it will be difficult and I know you’ve tried many times in the past, but I want you to quit smoking.”


“Uh huh.” He stared at her pretty face and knew she wasn’t kidding. He’d tried so many times before and it had always turned out the same. Each time he’d cut down, but he couldn’t give up the habit.


Jan pushed a book across the desk. “You said you tried the patch and the nicotine gum and a few other things, but a lot of my patients have had great success with this book.”


“How can reading a book help you quit smoking?”


“Read the book, Jesse. Please.”


“Okay, for you, I’ll read the book.”


“I need to see you next week.”


“What about before next week? Do you want to have dinner with me?”


“Umm… the way you’re running right now, it might be best if you spent more time relaxing at home. No emotional upsets of any kind would be what I’d prescribe.”


“What about what I want?” Jesse rounded the desk, leaned down and kissed her.


“Please don’t Jesse. At this point in your recovery, it’s better if we spend time apart. It won’t be good for either one of us if something happens to you.”


Jesse was steamed as he pushed himself too hard escaping from the building and rushing to his truck in the parking lot. Out of breath, he jumped into his Range Rover and gave the steering wheel a healthy thump with his fist. “Talk about no emotional upset. What the hell do you call that, doc? You won’t even kiss me, and we can’t go out for dinner. What the fuck?” He reached into his shirt pocket for his smokes.


Oh, no. You’re not doing this to me.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


MISTY summoned up all the bravado she could muster, turned the key and walked fearlessly into the foyer. She wrinkled up her nose at the dusty, musty smell and vowed to do some cleaning and packing of things she wanted to keep. Her mother had taken any keepsakes she wanted when she moved to Lillydale. Everything that was left belonged to her and it was way past time she dealt with it.


No sign of her father and she let out the breath she was holding. The front parlor was exactly as she remembered it. The dark red velvet drapes were dreary and dusty, and she pushed them back on the east facing window to let the sun shine in.


She turned slowly, taking in the dated furnishings. A few old enough to be considered antiques, but most were just old pieces that no one would want. She’d have a second hand store come and pick up most of it. Maybe not her father’s desk. She might keep it. When she was younger she always loved all the little pigeon holes where he kept the bills. As she stared at the desk, she noticed his wand.


Has that always been sitting there? I don’t think so.


Misty picked up the wand and smiled as she waved it in an easy arc in front of her.


“Don’t touch that, Mystere. Put it down.”


Misty sucked in a breath so quickly she made a little mewling sound. “Daddy?”


A shimmer of light appeared in the corner and she dropped the wand onto the desk.


“Thanks for letting me come in, Daddy. You never have before.”


“I was protecting you.”


“From what?” Feeling weak and a little shaky, she sank into one of the dusty overstuffed chairs.


“You mean from who? Matthias Rush, that’s who. He killed me for my book of shadows and he’ll kill you too.”


“He won’t know I’m here, Daddy. I’m only staying a few days.”


“He’ll know, girl. He comes all the time and searches for the book.”


“Why don’t you stop him?”


“He’s powerful, Mystere. I could stop him if I was alive, but now that I’m dead I can’t do it. Only you can do it.”


“I haven’t practiced for a long while, Daddy.”


“You must. Promise me you’ll gain control of your ability.”


“I promise.”


The light began to fade, and Misty stood up. “Don’t go, Daddy. I miss you so much.” Tears rushed down her cheeks and into her mouth. She tasted the salt and wiped them away. “I love you, Daddy.”


 


Downtown Austin.


FARRELL left the Agency for another trek downtown. He’d been trying to establish a network below the radar he and Blacky could depend on for information when they couldn’t pry anything loose the regular way. He had about a half dozen snitches on his payroll and worked a couple of nights a week trying to gain the trust of a few more.


Blacky didn’t like him working alone, but his foster brother was at Saint David’s with the Governor and Farrell didn’t feel like sitting on his ass waiting for him to show up to go with him.


One thing that had come out of his frequent visits to the downtown area, he knew his way around the back streets a lot better. The streets were his daytime venue, but at night, alleyways and hidden laneways behind old brick buildings were the place to be. He’d also become a regular customer at dark, sleezy bars most citizens would fear to enter.


“Hey, Farrell,” said the bartender. “You looking for anybody in particular?”


“Nope, just putting in time.”


“I saw Taffy earlier, but nobody else.”


Farrell shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ll have a pitcher of Shiner’s, sit in that back booth and see who turns up.”


The bartender, Mike was his name—a big guy who’d spent years in the service—grinned and said, “You got it. I like having you around.”


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE SAT in the single guest chair in Governor Campbell’s private hospital room. He gazed down at her pale face, devoid of makeup, and realized she had a lot of freckles. Her red hair was loose and spread out all over her pillow and he wouldn’t bet on it, but he was pretty sure she’d lost a lot of weight in the two weeks she’d been in bed.


“I’m going home tomorrow,” she said. “To my own house with my own housekeeper. I won’t be going back to the Governor’s Mansion for a couple more weeks.”


“You don’t want to be there anyway. The media will dog you every fucking minute. Ringing the goddam bell. Do they care how bad you feel? No, they do not.”


Catherine smiled. “It will be better at home. Will you come see me?”


“Sure, although I have to go to New Orleans for a couple of days.”


“Misty needs help with something?”


“She’s owns one of those old mansions in a section of the city where they do the tours. It could use about half a million in repairs.”


“Is it worth it?”


Blaine shrugged. “Who knows. It was her childhood home and now she owns it.”


“Is she working on it now?”


“Could be. I haven’t heard from her today, and that’s unusual.”


 


Southeast Austin.


PABLO finished dinner, helped his mother clear the table, then watched a couple of games while his mother did a jigsaw puzzle on the coffee table. The TV was small, and the reception wasn’t great. Now that he was making decent money, he decided to get her a new flat screen first chance he had to shop for one. 


After a hot shower, he sat on his bed in his boxers and tried to think of a text he could send Annie without sounding dumb or too eager. He was anxious to know her better. He had never felt this way about a woman before and didn’t know how to handle it. He had no marker.


He wrote two or three texts, erased them and didn’t send them, then he sucked it up and went for it.


“Working tomorrow. How about dinner?”


“Come here when you’re finished, and we’ll make a plan.”


“Roger that.”


He laid his head on his pillow and smiled at the ceiling.


 


Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


MISTY CHATTED with old Miss Thibodeau, the lady who owned the inn and had a glass of wine with her before she went up to her room.


She could have slept in her own room in her own house on Saint Gillian, but after what Daddy told her about Matthias Rush breaking in and looking for the book, she thought better of it. He was somebody she did not want to see.


Once she was showered and, in her nightie, she called Blaine. “Hey, Beb, are you in bed?”


“Almost, I was worried when you took off alone.”


“Oh, don’t be worried about me. I’m a big girl. You have enough to worry about in Texas.”


“I feel bad after I promised and then couldn’t go right away. Sorry, Mist, I want to be there with you.”


“It’s okay.”


“It’s not okay and I’ll make it up to you. Are you working on the house?”


“I took a long look today and decided what I’m junking and what I’m keeping. I’ll see what I get done tomorrow.”


“You had no problems with… anyone?”


“I know you don’t believe Daddy lives in the house,” she giggled, “but I had no problems today.”


“Fantastic. I’m so happy you called. I love you. Please stay safe.”


“I love you too. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


 


If you’d like to keep reading Vigilance, click to go to Amazon
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