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To: My readers—the reason I get up in the morning.


 


 


Underestimate me. That’ll be fun.


 


―anonymous.
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CHAPTER ONE




Monday, February 9th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


THE DOG woke himself up with a groan of pain loud enough to echo off the walls of the room. The sheets were drenched with sweat, his hair hung in his eyes, and he’d never been so fuckin hot. Where the hell was he? He opened his eyes wide enough to see a narrow strip of his surroundings. Might be a hotel room but not one he could afford. Nothing this fancy in his budget.


So much pain filled up the space in his brain there was no room for a rational thought. Breathing was a chore. Even though he tried taking in only little gulps of air at a time, his body noticed and punished him. Every time he inhaled, his ribs made him sorry he had to breathe.


The door opened and as soon as he saw her gorgeous face, he let go the breath he was holding.


“I heard you on the monitor, sugar. Declan’s coming to give you your meds.” Annie sat down on the side of the bed and smoothed his sweat-soaked hair away from his face. “Did you have a bad night?”


“I’m okay,” he mumbled. The Dog didn’t need people helping him or fussing over him. Not even beautiful people—like Annie.


She reached over, picked up his water glass and put the straw in his mouth. “You’re hot, sweetheart. You might be running a temp.”


Declan, the Irish medic that lived on the ranch, came through the door with his bag of tricks in his hand. He flashed Dougie a smile. “Hey, lad, what mischief are you up to this morning?”


“Nothin I can’t handle on my own,” the Dog growled.


“Fantastic,” said Declan, “I’ll give myself the day off.”


A hint of a smile played around Dougie’s lips as Annie moved out of the way to let Declan examine Dougie’s wounded leg. Dec threw back the duvet, sat on the side of the bed and opened his bag.


“I’ll go make coffee and let you two fight it out,” said Annie.


Declan removed the bandages from the Dog’s bulked up right thigh and examined the stitches. A trauma hospital in Phoenix had done a stellar job of removing the bullet and patching up the big Dog.


“How’s it looking, Doc?”


“A little inflamed and too much pus for my liking,” said Declan. “Let’s clean the fucker up and start over.”


Dougie smiled as he lay flat on his back, unable to do one goddam thing. “Yeah, lets.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE let the dogs out for their early morning run. He had a quick smoke made even quicker by the chill of the gray day, then he hurried inside and brewed a pot of Panamanian blend in his newly renovated kitchen. The old Victorian was starting to feel like home to him now, and about time, he’d lived there for more than a year. The only thing missing was Annie. He’d never get used to living apart from her if he lived to be a hundred.


The place being so big and empty and having so many medium sized pokey rooms opening off the dingy back hallway, he’d moved the Blackmore Agency to the house and converted part of the main floor to office space. So far it was working well, and he didn’t have to get dressed and rush off anywhere first thing in the morning. Usually.


The previous day he’d put in a call to Davis Raney of the US Marshalls Service, but the man was busy and out of the office on a case. It had dragged on for so long, and he’d encountered so many setbacks, it felt like he’d never make any progress finding out what had happened to his parents.


Blaine couldn’t remember his parents. His first clear memory of his past came after the accident that claimed both their lives. He opened his eyes in Odessa, Texas, staring straight up at the underside of the bleachers in the fairgrounds. That was his first recollection, and nothing before no matter how hard he tried to remember details about his childhood. It seemed to him he was born when he was fourteen.


Carm sailed through the kitchen door as Blaine filled his mug and added a splash of cream. “You’re up early,” she said to him in Spanish. Carmelita Flores, a beautiful lady in her fifties with long black hair and expressive eyes, had owned the house before him and she continued to live there after he bought it from her. The two of them had a special relationship. Complicated, but a special bond between them all the same.


Blaine sat at the small antique table in the window alcove of the kitchen. His favorite spot in the whole house now that the back yard had been enlarged and landscaped—the perfect viewpoint.


He checked his phone for missed messages. One from Cat. No surprise. The new Governor, Catherine Campbell, depended on him a little too much. He read the message and while thinking about returning her call, the cell rang in his hand. He jumped as Farrell clumped through the kitchen door in his boxers and cowboy boots, his brother’s washboard abs reminding Blaine he’d been avoiding the home gym for too long.


“Scared of the phone now?”


“Fuck off,” said Blaine before he pressed ‘talk.’ “Yes, sir, I’m writing it down.” He waved frantically at Farrell to bring him a pen and paper from the desk in the corner.


Farrell plopped a yellow pad in front of Blaine and tossed a pen on the table.


Blaine scribbled, and Farrell couldn’t read it. “I’ve got it. We’ll be there shortly.”


Farrell took a sip from his mug and focused ice blue eyes on his foster brother. “Where will I be shortly?”


“The big blue barn. Some asshole killed Herman Fogarty.”


“Aw, shit. Why would somebody kill a nice old guy like that?” Farrell set his mug on the counter and stomped off to get dressed.


Blaine finished his coffee and stood up. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE carried Charity down the curved staircase, walked slowly towards the dining room a little out of breath, and strapped his baby girl into her high chair. “Want some Cheerios, little girl?”


“Sit down, Jesse,” said Ty. “I told you to call me when you were ready to come down. You shouldn’t be carrying her up and down the stairs. She weighs more than thirty pounds now.” He leaned down and tickled his niece and Charity squealed out her new word.


“Don’t.”


Tyler laughed. “What do you mean don’t? I’ll tickle you if I want to.” He tickled her more and made her squirm and scream.


By then, Jesse was back with a little plastic bowl of dry cereal. “Here you go.” He set the dish down in front of her. “What do you say?”


Charity said nothing. Stuck her little hand in the bowl and stuffed cereal into her mouth.


“Same thing I’d say if you gave me dry cereal,” said Tyler.


Jesse gave Ty a hand signal and poured himself a coffee from the carafe on the sideboard. He added cream and sat down next to the baby.


Momma would have been so happy to have Charity in our lives. I miss her so much.


Glancing around the dining room everything remained the same as the day his mother had died. High wainscoting topped with a chair rail and the rough plastered wall above, hung with artifacts from her design shop. Tears burned behind his eyes thinking of all she was missing. Physically and emotionally, Jesse was a wreck.


“You okay?” asked Tyler. Of Jesse’s four brothers, he was closest to Tyler, emotionally and especially in looks. They were both tall, broad shouldered and dark-complexioned like their father.


“Yeah, I’m fine,” said Jesse. “Have to drive down to Coulter-Ross this morning and talk to a person Annie brought in from the cold.”


Ty screwed up his face. “What the hell does that mean? Is he a spy or something?”


“I don’t want to talk about it.” Jesse reached for the platter of sunny side up eggs Molly, the housekeeper, had placed in the center of the table. He flipped three eggs onto his plate along with a couple of sausages.


“You shouldn’t have mentioned it if you didn’t want to talk about it,” said Ty, as he pulled the basket of biscuits closer to him. “Now that you brought it up, I’d like to know what that means and who the guy is.”


“What guy?” Brian sat down at the head of the table, dressed in slacks and a pale blue dress shirt ready to leave for the clinic.


Jesse forked eggs into his mouth and said nothing.


“Annie brought a guy to the ranch and Jesse won’t tell me the details,” said Tyler.


“Maybe it’s classified.” Brian chuckled, not knowing he was verging on the truth.


“Maybe it is,” said Jesse. “I’ll take Charity with me and she can play with Jacks and Lucy while I’m doing my thing.”


Tyler pointed his fork at his brother and he wasn’t smiling. “What exactly is this thing you have to do?”


Jesse wiped his mouth with a napkin and got to his feet. “I better get going.”


“Think I’ll come with you,” said Ty. “I want to meet this new arrival and see what the hell is going on.”


“Why do you care?” asked Jesse.


“You know why,” mumbled Tyler.


“Suit yourself,” said Jesse. “I’m leaving in five.”


 


Fogarty’s Buy and Sell. East Austin.


BLAINE parked in front of the big blue barn with the Lone Star flag painted on the roof. Fogarty’s Buy and Sell Barn was an Austin landmark and home to the area’s largest flea market. He knew Mr. Fogarty personally, and wasn’t looking forward to seeing the old fellow lying dead on his own turf.


Austin Homicide was already on the scene along with the Medical Examiner, a crime scene unit and dozens of media vans.


Lieutenant Lopez, a short fiery Hispanic, met Blaine and Farrell at the door and he wasn’t smiling. “He’s upstairs in his office.”


“Shit,” said Blaine. He grabbed the handrail and started up the narrow stairs at the front of the barn, the chains on his Harley boots, clanking on every step.


The office was tiny and cluttered, Herman’s huge vintage oak rolltop and matching swivel chair taking up most of the space. Herman’s brand of pipe tobacco lingered on the air. Blaine had been in the office a couple of times talking to Herman and the space had been neat and orderly. It was torn apart now, stuff tossed off the shelves and pulled out of desk drawers—papers and receipts everywhere. The metal cash box had been jimmied open and was upside down on the desk—empty. No sign of a safe. Maybe he made a daily deposit and didn’t keep cash around.


Herman’s body was slumped in his chair, his head tipped forward onto his chest. Gravity had caused the blood to soak downward into the plaid shirt he always wore. One bullet hole at the back of his head. Small caliber. Up close and personal.


“Who found him?” asked Farrell.


“His helper, Bart,” said one of the techs. “He’s downstairs waiting to give his statement.”


“I’ll talk to him,” said Blaine. He descended the stairs and Lopez caught him by the elbow at the bottom. “You taking this one, Blacky?”


“Chief says so. It’ll be a huge media case. The barn and the flea market been around Austin for forty years.”


Lopez smiled, always happy to hand off a murder to the Blackmore Agency, a team that handled violent crime all across the state. “I’ll send you everything we have so far and good luck to you.”


“Thanks, Lopez. You always cheer me up.”


 Big Bart Townsend sat slumped in a ripped green recliner near the snack bar. The confectionery wasn’t open, but Bart had helped himself to a Dr. Pepper from the cooler. A large man in his early fifties, Bart had two day’s stubble on his face and he was wearing the same clothes he always wore—Carhart overalls over a red plaid shirt and a ragged straw hat on his head. He stared straight ahead and didn’t risk a look at Blaine or Farrell.


“Bart, I’m sorry for your loss,” said Blaine.


“I’ll kill those fuckin kids with my bare hands,” he mumbled. He held up two meaty paws that could do the job quite easily.


“Did you see some kids?” Blaine squatted down in front of Bart and looked up at the big fellow.


“No, but I know it was them. The little bastards been buzzing around here for days, stealing whatever they could grab and running out the door with stuff, like it was a fuckin new game.”


“How many?”


“Sometimes four or five. Sometimes more.”


“Like a gang?”


Bart nodded. “I chased ‘em out so many times, but they kept coming back.”


“Anything on their shirts tell you the name of their gang?” asked Farrell.


Bart shook his head. “No, don’t think so. One kid had a red jacket and it looked like he painted letters on with a brush—a messy kid’s job.”


“What letters?” asked Farrell.


Bart shook his head. “Didn’t make any sense. Why would you ruin a jacket painting two big letter ‘E’s on it? Looked like shit.”


“East Enders,” said Farrell. “Heard they were growing their numbers. Operating out of a trailer park up route one eighty-three.”


Farrell’s network might come in handy.


“How old did they look to you, Bart?”


“A couple older ones in each bunch—maybe eighteen or twenty. Most looked like fifteen or sixteen—high school age—around there or a bit younger. Why would the older ones be hanging with young kids like that?”


“Training them,” said Farrell without hesitation. “Showing them how to steal and get away with it.”


“This place is always busy,” said Blaine. “Ideal spot for a training ground.”


“What are we gonna do now without the boss?” asked Bart, wringing his big hands together.


Blaine pulled the recorder out of his pocket and set it on the counter next to Bart’s chair. “Tell me about this morning, Bart. Start with when you came into the barn.”


Bart nodded. “Okay, I always come in early, have a coffee and clean up anything that looks messy from the day before. The people with the permanent rental stalls have to do their own housekeeping.”


Blaine nodded.


“I’m always here before the boss, so I was surprised when I looked up the stairs and the office door was open. The light was on too. I hollered up to him. ‘What the hell you doing here so early? Did hell freeze over?” Bart looked like he might cry. “Kind of a little joke, like that.”


“And he didn’t answer?” asked Blaine.


“He always hollers back at me,” said Bart, “and I stood at the bottom of the stairs for a couple minutes waiting for it. But nothing.”


“You went up?”


“I went up, and I hate those shitty stairs. I’m heavy and they kind of wobble under my weight. But, yeah, I went up and there he was sitting in his chair like always.” Bart dropped his head into his hands and let out a huge sigh.


“Do you know who Herman’s next of kin would be?” asked Blaine.


Bart inhaled a big breath and raised his head. “His son, Michael, I guess. I think the kid is a big shot in New York. Never found the time to come visit his Daddy.”


“I’ll find him,” said Blaine. “Thanks for your help, Bart.”


“You need a ride home?” Farrell asked Bart.


“Nah, I’ve got my truck out the back.” He got to his feet and pushed his hat back from his forehead. “You catch those little fuckers, Ranger B., and make sure they all get the needle, hear me?”


“I’ll make sure, Bart,” said Blaine.


 


OUTSIDE the parking lot was an entanglement of media vans. Reporters and cameramen milling about getting shots of the barn from all angles, there was even a news helo flying over probably taking shots of the flag on the roof for the news at noon.


“All this before ten in the fuckin morning?” asked Farrell. He was a bear without at least three coffees. He pointed past the media gridlock, “There’s our guys over there on the road.”


As soon as Blaine stepped past the yellow tape the uniforms had draped in a square at the barn entrance, media people mobbed him. He held up a hand. “There is nothing I can tell y’all yet. A crime has been committed. Next of kin has not been notified, and until that happens, there is nothing I can say. I’ll have Mary e-mail y’all something before noon.”


“Thanks, Ranger B,” said one of the more reasonable reporters. The rest ignored what he’d said and shouted questions at him until he reached the road and joined his crew.


“I’m going home to do research on Mr. Fogarty’s next of kin. I want Farrell and Fletch at DPS giving the Chief a preliminary report while Travis and Hammer spend time with the gang squad and get everything they can on the East Enders.” Blaine held up fingers. “Leader, club house location, any other gangs they hang with—any scrap you can grab on to. Come back to the Agency when y’all are done and we’ll have a planning meeting.”


“Will there be food?” asked Farrell.


“I’ll let Carm know y’all are coming.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


JESSE knocked on the door at Coulter-Ross with Charity in his arms. It felt strange knocking on this door when he had lived here as Annie’s husband such a short time ago. He was still torn, thinking he’d made the wrong choice, leaving his wife in favor of raising his daughter on her own land, her own ranch—Quantrall Oil and Quantrall Appaloosas being her heritage.


It’s done now. Nothing I can change.


Annie let him in reaching for the baby. She held Charity in her arms and cuddled her. “Let’s see how big you are today, pretty girl.” Annie kissed both Charity’s cheeks.


“Mama,” said Charity and wrapped her chubby arms tightly around Annie’s neck.


“I miss you so much,” Annie whispered, and she couldn’t hold back the tears.


Jesse moved quickly into the kitchen, so he wouldn’t get caught shedding a few himself.


You can’t have it both ways, asshole.


Annie carried Charity into the nursery and sat her down on the rug to play with Jackson and Lucy. She’d recently taken them out of public school for safety reasons and was having them tutored at home. Jackson loved school and he’d protested saying he missed riding on the big yellow bus, but if anybody chose to retaliate against Annie for any reason, the kids outside the compound were easy pickins.


Out of breath, Jesse plopped down at the harvest table hoping Annie would get him a coffee. Ty was right. He shouldn’t carry Charity now that she was so heavy. He couldn’t get his head around the fact that he couldn’t carry his own baby girl.


“What are you looking so glum about?” asked Annie when she whizzed into the kitchen.


“Aw, shit, Ace. I’m short of breath every fuckin time I pick the baby up or carry her up the stairs and Ty was lecturing me on it just this morning. I’m fuckin useless.”


Annie laughed. “You will never be useless, cowboy. You have so many skills it’s downright frightening.” She stroked his dark hair. “I’ll love you till they bury you six feet under.”


Jesse grinned. “Thanks, for that, Ace.”


“Are you here for a reason, or just to let the baby play?”


“I’m on mission,” said Jesse. “Someone sent me.”


“Oh, Jeeze, already?”


Jesse nodded.


Declan appeared in the hallway pushing Dougie the Dog in a wheelchair, his bandaged leg, splinted and sticking straight out in front of him pointing the way.


Jesse stood up. “Hey, there Mr. Robertson, just the man I want to see.”


Dougie stared at Jesse and looked him over. “Who are you and what do you want with me?”


Jesse got behind the wheelchair and turned the Dog around. “Let’s have a little private talk in the office.”


“What if I don’t want to talk to you, whoever the fuck you are?” growled the Dog.


Jesse pushed Dougie into the office and locked the door behind them. He parked Dougie in front of the big cherry desk and sank down in Annie’s leather chair.


 


DOUGIE sucked in a breath, not knowing what in hell he was in for with this big dark-haired son of a bitch of a cowboy locking him in the office. Taking into account the condition of his ribs and his right leg, without a weapon he was damn close to defenseless.


“Let’s start off with some introductions, Dougie. I’m Jesse Quantrall. I’m a Texas Ranger on special assignment and I’m a partner in the Blackmore Agency. We deal with violent crime in Texas.”


“You’re partners with the Latino kid? Annie’s kid?”


“That’s right.”


“Okay, what do you want with me? For saving me from the cartel and protecting me, I know there’s some goddam shit thing I’ve gotta do. Nobody gives you something for nothing. Specially no fuckin cops.”


“I’m speaking for some people who would like information. Information they feel you have.”


Dougie shook his head. “I don’t know shit from nothing.”


“Maybe you do and maybe you don’t,” said Jesse. “You could have the information they want and not realize it. For now, I’ll just call them ‘the people’ because this is classified—between you and me.”


“More of this ‘classified’ bullshit that Annie has been trying to snow me with?”


“She’s not snowing you, Dougie. She works for a higher power.”


“What the hell do these higher power people want? Lay it on me cowboy Ranger.”


“What they want is simple. Information you’ve learned about border crossing points, which cartels are supplying most of the drugs that are coming into the country, names and locations you can provide, and details on how the B team obtains it’s constant supply of drugs from down south.”


“You want me to rat out my own club? Are you fuckin nuts?”


“No, I’m not nuts.” Jesse grinned. “The people I represent are willing to give you protection in return. If you give them what they need, they’ll make it known—and it will be convincing—that you’re already dead. They can give you a new life.”


“Bullshit,” hollered the Dog. “I’m not going into witness protection. US Marshalls hovering around all the time and in the end the people you’re hiding from always find you and take you out. You spend your whole fuckin new life scared shitless that they’ll find you and then they do. They find you and blow you apart. I’ve seen Criminal Minds.”


“If you choose not to enter into the witness program you have another choice.”


“What’s second prize?” Dougie fidgeted in the wheelchair. He needed a smoke bad and if he didn’t get one soon, he’d kill this guy behind the desk.


“You stay here with Annie and work for her.”


Dougie let out the breath he was holding. “I could work for her? Doing what? I don’t have any skills.”


“You have skills well-suited to being a bodyguard.”


She was in love with her last bodyguard. That’s an option I could live with.


Dougie nodded his head. “That might be okay.”


“I’ll arrange for Blacky to come and take your deposition,” said Jesse.


“The kid cop?”


“He’s an attorney too, but chances are he’ll bring a credible witness—maybe Chief Calhoun or someone else of suitable rank—maybe Governor Campbell.”


“Fuck that,” said Dougie. “I’m no hell around rich people.”


Jesse grinned.


“What the fuck are you smiling about? Did I say something funny?” Dougie felt the heat rising in his neck and he wanted to reach across the desk and close his hands around this guy’s neck.


“You seem to be okay around Annie.”


“I figured she had money when we played poker, then I saw this place and I was pretty sure she was loaded. She told me she had a big company.”


“Powell Corp.,” said Jesse. “She needs a full-time bodyguard.”


“Powell Corp? I saw that goddam building when I lived in San Antonio. She owns it?”


“She and Blacky are the principals.”


“Fuck that,” said the Dog.


“Think about it, Dougie. Get yourself healed and feeling better and we’ll talk again in a couple of days.”


“Okay, got it. I’ll think it over. I’ve never ratted anybody out before, so this is gonna go against my nature. Got to look at it from every angle before I go spilling my guts to the fuckin government.” He stared at the big cowboy for another thirty seconds and he was sure he didn’t like him. “You seem to know a lot about Annie.”


“Uh huh. I do know a fair bit about her,” he drawled. “She’s my wife.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE hunkered down in his office with a fresh mug of coffee and found a Michael Fogarty in New York that ticked all the boxes. Forty-three years old, born in Waco, worked as a financial adviser on Wall Street and his father was Herman Fogarty of Austin, Texas. He punched the number into his phone and called.


“Michael Fogarty,” a voice on the other end barked. “Who’s this? I don’t recognize the number.”


The guy sounded rushed and out of breath. “This is Ranger Blaine Blackmore calling from Austin, Mr. Fogarty. I’m afraid I have some bad news for y’all.”


“Texas Rangers? Jesus, what has my father done now?”


“He died, Mr. Fogarty. I regret to tell you your father was killed during an armed robbery.”


“No.” Fogarty didn’t speak for a moment. “Thank you for calling, Ranger. I’ll be on the next flight.”


“Contact me at this number, sir, for any information you might need.”


“Thank you. I’ll do that.”


He ended the call to New York and the black cat showed up on his screen. “Governor, que pasa?”  


Cat giggled. “I saw you on the news standing in front of the flea market barn.”


“The owner, Herman Fogarty, was robbed and murdered. His helper said it was a gang of kids.”


“Oh, no. I’ve been out there a few times with friends and seen him chatting to customers.”


“Nice old guy,” said Blaine. “Helped me more than once.”


“You have a personal interest?”


“I do. This is the kind of crime that’s preventable if we get hold of the younger generation in time. Pisses me off because sacrificing a life during a small time robbery like this one is so fuckin senseless.”


“Will you be making a statement?”


“I just talked to Herman’s son in New York and he’s flying home right away. Now that the notification has been done, I’m writing something up and waiting for Mary to come over.”


“I’ll let you get back to it.”


“Later.”


 


Police Headquarters. Austin.


TRAVIS and Hammer sat in vinyl chairs that were a size too small for them in Lieutenant Cooke’s office. Travis asked the questions of the head of the gang squad and Hammer scribbled down the answers in a grubby little black notebook.


“You like the Double E’s for the old guy’s murder at the flea market?” asked Cooke. His voice was tinged with doubt. “They aren’t much of anything. Definitely not tier one. A bunch of young high school kids who call themselves a gang. No street smarts. Maybe they’re working up to something like that, but my guys have never given them much notice.”


Travis shrugged. “Only lead we have, so we’re chasing it down.”


“Of course, you have to.”


“Do you guys have a file on them?” asked Travis.


“Uh huh. Always a file on any group of organized criminals in the city. This one is mostly on the leader, nothing much on any of the members.”


“Are the E’s highly organized?” asked Hammer.


Cooke shrugged. “I don’t know about highly organized, but their mentor, a guy named Kyle Teckford, aka Basil Bernard, has teams hanging around all the schools in the east end recruiting. They draw kids in, get them using, then the kids are forced to sell to pay for their habits. They drop out of school, become full-time gangers and it’s game over—they’re committed to a life of crime.”


“Shit,” said Travis, “but you haven’t nailed this Teckford guy for anything yet?”


“Not this time around. Bernard is a two-time loser and he’s careful. He’s slick and we’ve heard he’s a hard task master. The kids follow his rules, shape up and obey orders—same as all the gangs. If they don’t measure up, they ship out—dead.”


“Surveillance?” asked Travis.


“Would love to have the money for it, but we don’t. Patrols are all we can do. This is a lesser gang. We’ve got bigger problems than the East Enders.”


“Mug of the leader?” asked Hammer.


Cooke shoved a dingy-looking sheet of paper across the desk. Basil Bernard stared up at them with narrowed dark eyes. Black moustache and matching goatee. Shaved head with tats all over his skull, the top of his head just under the five feet ten mark on the wall behind him in the photo.


“Ugly looking fucker,” said Travis.


“Talk to Ortiz when he’s on shift. He’s close to putting something together. If you guys put them out of business, I’ll buy you a beer.”


Hammer grinned. “I’m up for it.”


“We’ll cruise east to their turf and get the lay of the land,” said Travis. He put his card on the desk. “Thanks for your help, sir.”


“If Blackmore and company tunes the E’s up like y’all did the inner city Latino gangs, I’ll be thanking you guys.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL set the Starbuck’s tray on the Chief’s desk and took his container and Fletcher’s out. He put Calhoun’s coffee in front of him along with a bag of cinnamon crullers.


Chief Calhoun was a big man who seemed even more imposing in his sharply pressed uniform. His hair had turned a little grayer and he’d gained some weight over the past couple of years, but overall, he was fit and as ready to rock as he ever was. “Don’t know when a killing has pissed me off this much,” said the Chief. “A damn shame, that’s what it is.”


“I wasn’t happy about it myself,” said Farrell, “and Blacky is steaming mad. Whoever did the deed will be on a slab.”


“Did he find the next of kin?”


Farrell nodded. “Yeah, he texted me. The son is flying home from New York City.”


“And y’all talked to Bart?” asked the Chief. “That guy has worked at the barn since it opened. I think he started fresh out of high school.”


“He’s pretty broken up and angry,” said Farrell. “Super pissed and he wants those kids to pay. He mentioned the needle.”


“Hope he doesn’t do anything foolish,” said the Chief.


 


Shady River Estates. East Burbs.


TRAVIS piloted his silver-gray F-450 to the east end of city where subdivisions gave way to farmland and ranches. Hammer read him the directions to the trailer park where the East Enders were supposed to be holed up.


“North on route one eighty-three for about three miles and we should see a sign for Shady River Estates.”


“Estates?” asked Travis.


“Hey, I’m just reading what’s in front of me.”


“Okay, we’ve gone about three miles. See anything?”


Hammer tapped on his window. “Yep, that looks like a gateway, although you can hardly see the fuckin opening.”


“Is there a sign?”


“Don’t see one.”


Travis flicked on his blinker and eased right onto the narrow trail. They rolled over a culvert with a thump and passed a ditch with long brown grass stretching up at least three feet high.


“I think there’s an old wooden sign lying there in the weeds,” said Hammer. “Fell down, I guess.”


“Convenient if they don’t want company.” Travis drove on, past the first few abandoned single wides that looked ready for the scrapyard. “This place stinks.” Travis made a face. “What’s that smell?”


Hammer lowered his window and stuck his head out. “Fish smell or maybe stagnant water. Could be both. We might be near that shady river like the sign in the ditch was supposed to tell us.”


“Might be a dry wash, except in the spring,” said Travis. “The owners only wished it was a river.”


“Wonder who owns this land now?” asked Hammer. “It’s possible the owner doesn’t know he’s got himself a big gang of squatters.”


“I’ll make sure Blacky gives him the good news,” said Travis.


“Bernard gave his address to his parole officer as seventeen Lincoln Drive.”


“Lincoln Drive, you gotta be fuckin kidding me. My wheels are on grass,” hollered Travis. “Ain’t no roads in this place.”


Hammer chuckled. “I saw a couple street signs still standing and they were both presidential.”


“Fuck that,” said Travis.


Hammer wouldn’t let it go. “McKinley Crescent and Van Buren Boulevard.”


“I’m gonna deck you, Hammer.”


Hammer tossed his head back and laughed.


“Over there where the three Harley’s are parked.” Travis pointed, “Is that it?”


“Must be. It’s the only trailer in the whole goddam mess that has human inhabitants,” said Hammer. “Let’s cruise it.”


“I can see why they’re holed up in here. He’s flying solo and has the run of the whole goddam park. He can stash runaway kids in any fuckin trailer he wants. Nobody lives here no more.”


“Here comes a couple kids on bicycles,” said Hammer. “Looks like they’re heading for the leader’s digs. “Wanna grab them?”


“Sure. Jump out and stop them.” Travis rammed the truck into park and hopped out as Hammer exited his side of the truck and hollered to the kids.


“Hey, y’all. Talk to you for a minute?”


“Don’t think so, asshole. Get outta the way or I’ll run you down.”


Hammer grabbed the handlebars of the bicycle and said, “Get off. I want to talk to you.”


“We don’t talk to cops,” shouted the other kid. “Number one rule.”


“Oh, yeah?” asked Travis, “Who’s rule would that be?”


“The boss,” said the shorter of the two, his brown eyes darted towards the trailer to his right. He looked about thirteen.


“Any drugs or weapons on y’all?” asked Travis.


The bigger kid let his bike fall to the ground, grabbed at his jeans and lunged at Travis. Travis heard the click and saw the switchblade the kid had pulled from his pocket just in time. Travis grabbed the kid’s small wrist and gave it a quick twist. The kid hollered in pain. A high-pitched squeal like a stuck pig.


“You goddam son of a bitch. You’ll be sorry you did that.”


Travis grinned. “I bet I will.” He snapped cuffs on the kid’s scrawny wrists and patted him down. Baggies of drugs in both pockets of his jeans and another knife in his worn out boot. Travis loaded the kid in the back seat of the truck and slammed the door. He stuck his right hand in a latex glove, picked the knife up off the road and bagged it.


The other kid took off running towards Bernard’s trailer with Hammer after him. Travis caught up seconds later.


Basil Bernard stepped out onto his weather-blackened deck with a smoke in his hand. A dull February day but he wore reflector shades all the same. “Trouble, boys?”


“These fuckin cops are bothering me, boss.”


“Get inside, Titus.” The kid ran up the three steps and through the door of the shabby trailer. “What’s your bidness here, cowboy cop?”


“Just came to let you know that we’ll be putting the screws to the East Enders for killing Mr. Fogarty,” said Travis. “Y’all better ready yourselves.”


Bernard puffed out his chest and strutted across the deck making the boards creak under his boots. “Appreciate y’all dropping by in person to tell me.” Bernard laughed. “Best joke I’ve heard all day.”


“No joke,” said Travis. “You won’t be laughing when we’re done.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE barely saw Annie all day. First thing in the morning, she brought his breakfast on a tray and had a coffee with him, then she was gone. Either at the barn with the horses or working somewhere on the ranch. He hadn’t been on the tour, so he had no idea where she was or what she was up to. But all day, he’d been anxious to talk to her after the Ranger cowboy said he was her husband.


What kind of a scam was she pulling on him?


Declan helped him at dinner time and he made it to the table in the kitchen. After the noise and the hoopla of dinner was over and the cowboys had gone to the bunkhouse, Dougie opened up the subject that was on his mind over a second cup of coffee. “That Ranger guy told me you were his wife.”


Annie smiled and sat down at the harvest table with him. She poured cream into her coffee with a sad look on her beautiful face. “He likes to say that, but the truth is, he divorced me because of Race.”


“Race hasn’t been dead too long then,” said Dougie. He drummed his fingers on the table, needing to know details of what happened. “Want to tell me how Race died?”


Annie shook her head.


“He was my best friend and I want to know how he died.” He reached over and grabbed Annie’s arm. “Tell me.” His grip was strong, and she had trouble shaking him off.


“Let go of me. I’m not telling you anything. It’s none of your business.”


Dougie spit the words out through clenched teeth. “He was my best friend since we were kids and I’m making it my business.”


“The cops killed him.”


Dougie nodded. “Why does the cowboy still say you’re his wife?”


Annie shrugged. “He knows we won’t get back together—not this time. He took his baby back to his ranch because he wants her raised on Quantrall land.” Tears rolled down Annie’s cheeks. “He left me, Dougie.”


Dougie reached for her again, this time more gently. “If you’re that sad about it, girl, are you sure it’s over?”


“All the times we’ve tried to make it work, it never has—not once. And it never will.”


“He’s a fool for leaving you.”






 




CHAPTER TWO


Tuesday, February 10th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE emptied his second cup of coffee after breakfast, pulled out his phone and notepad and prepared to make phone calls.


Misty sat down at the table opposite him and smiled. “Have you done anything about N’Orlean, or am I getting excited prematurely?”


“I’m so sorry, sweetheart, I have a murder investigation going on and I haven’t done a damn thing about our reservations. That does not mean we aren’t going. We are going for sure. Just give me a couple days to sort this mess out.”


“It’s fine. I’m in no rush.”


“Pick a hotel, sweetheart. Your favorite, and that’s where we’ll stay.”


“Okay.” She smiled, but her eyes sent a different message. She was disappointed… and in a big way.


Blaine completed his call to Jesse. “Hey, partner. Can you do me a favor this morning?”


“Sure thing. What’s up?”


“Travis brought a kid in yesterday from the East End gang and he’s in juvie holding. Can you go see what you can get out of him—specifically about the boss, Basil Bernard, his real name is Kyle Teckford, and anything about the murder.”


“These the kids that robbed Mr. Fogarty and killed him?”


“Possible. Trav got the kid on possession and assault with a deadly. The kid ain’t going anywhere.”


“What’s his name?”


“Brady Wiggins.”


“I should be there about nine, nine-thirty.”


“I’ll tell Chief Calhoun you’re coming.”


When Blaine ended his call to Jesse, Misty had taken her tea and left the kitchen.


She’s upset that we aren’t going right away, and damn it, I promised her.


Farrell shuffled into the kitchen dressed for work with his harness on, poured himself a coffee and sat down. The other three boys came in the front door two minutes later, setting Lexi to barking and bouncing. The four of them were all gung ho beginning a new investigation.


“Jesse is driving to headquarters to interview the kid that Travis brought in. I want a presence in that trailer park. We are going to squeeze them. Two vehicles at all times. One stays put and one follows if the gang takes off anywhere. First chance we get, we get ears in that den of killers.”


“Got it, boss,” said Travis. “Should we set up round the clock scheduling with the junkers?”


Blaine nodded. “Go out to the carriage house and do that. Get Jack to draw up a workable schedule and make sure Lil has a copy. Tell her I want it on the white board and I want to know where everybody is at all times.”


He turned to Farrell. “See Sue in the lab and get a preliminary from the scene, then join Jesse in the interview or watch through the window. See what we’re dealing with.”


“Fletch and Hammer, get a map of the east end of the city and canvas the high schools. If you see recruiters or dealers, pick them up and bring them in. If we need more bodies to help out, we’ll get them.” His cell rang, and he grabbed for it. “Cat, what’s up?”


“Do you have any time today?”


“Not a fuckin minute unless you want to say something significant about the crack down on city gangs. Then yes, I am at the Grille at noon.”


Cat giggled. “Bribery. I love being coerced.”


“Order me a Corona.”


The boys left, hyped by the hunt, and Blaine received another call. “I’m so glad you called back, Marshall Raney.”


“Sorry I wasn’t back to you sooner, Mr. Blackmore-Powell, but I was out of town. What did you want to speak to me about?”


Not having a lot of time, Blaine unloaded the whole saga about his parents and their untimely deaths in a car accident as quickly as he could.


“I see,” said Raney. “The trouble is, when we delve into things we’re sure we need answers to, sometimes we find out we would have been better off not knowing.”


“All I want to know is the truth,” said Blaine. “Was it an accident? I can live with that. I have for the past seven years. If it wasn’t an accident and someone is responsible, I want to know that too.”


“If something negative came to light would you act on it?”


“Probably.”


“That’s where I hesitate to help you, son. Our program has to be protected. If others found out that we gave out details—doesn’t matter how long after the fact—would they feel secure? Would they continue to have reason to trust us with their lives and the lives of their families?”


“Uh huh. I hear what you’re saying.”


“Let me make a few inquiries,” said Raney. “If it’s something classified, buried deep and better left alone, I want a guarantee that you’ll do just that—leave it alone.”


“I will, sir. If it’s that confidential, I’ll forget about it.”


“Thank you, Mr. Blackmore-Powell. I know you are a man of your word.”


 


Bart Townsend’s Farm. East of Austin.


BART WOKE early like he always did. He had a farm to look after before he went to his day job. He got up, let Biscuit outside for a run, then started the coffee. He let the collie in when he barked at the door then headed for the shower. That’s when it hit him. He couldn’t go to work. There was no work. Herman was dead. Murdered by those rotten, druggie gang kids.


His life was over, just like Herman’s and nothing mattered any more. He’d make those kids pay if it was the last thing he ever did.


Filled with sorrow and anger, Bart skipped the shower, dressed in the same clothes he’d worn the day before and sat down at the table with a mug of black coffee. He usually ate a bowl of oatmeal, but he couldn’t eat today. There was a lump in his throat and a sick feeling in his gut and neither one would go away. Herman had treated him good his whole life and now it was his turn to do something for his best friend. He’d find those murdering kids and make every last one of them pay the price.


Bart drained his coffee, took his shotgun off the rack on the kitchen wall and loaded it. He plunked his straw hat on his head and headed for his truck. “Come on, Biscuit. Let’s go get ‘em.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE sat in the easy chair in his room with his leg up on the matching ottoman after Declan finished putting fresh bandages on his leg. The man was good at his job, he had to give him that. Good to talk to as well. The guy had worked for Annie for years and swore there was nothing better than living and working here on her ranch.


What was not to like? The food was fantastic, his room better than a four-star hotel suite, and best of all, he was with Annie, the woman he was in love with. Not a little in love—all the way—a nobody else kind of love he’d never felt before.


Was it enough? Could he give up his old life and never look back?


Two taps on the door and she stuck her head in. “Feel like getting outside for a while?”


“Declan had me sitting on the porch to smoke a couple times, but yeah, I could use a change.”


“I’ll take you on a tour, so you know what’s going on around you, sugar.”


He smiled at her, his heart full. “I love you. I hope you know that.”


She leaned down and kissed him. “I’ll be glad when you’re back to yourself, Dougie. You were spoiling me with all the good stuff you’ve got to give.”


“Don’t make me hard, talking like that, girl. There’s not a damn thing I can do about it today.”


“I’ll wait.” She winked and held the crutches for him.


He tried to push up onto one leg and couldn’t do it.


Annie helped him stand up and get the crutches situated. “How are these working for you?”


“I’m terrible on them. Circus clown. But I have to smoke, so no choice.”


“You can smoke on the tour. We’ll take the Kawasaki. Normally I’d take horses. It’s a beautiful ride on horseback.”


“Shit, do I need to ride a horse to live here?”


“You do if you’re my bodyguard.”


Dougie made it halfway down the long hallway leading to the kitchen when Jackson caught up on the run. “Where you going, Mommy?”


“I’m showing Dougie the ranch and the safe-house.”


“Can I come? I want to show Dougie where me and Daddy caught the big fish.”


“Sure, sugar. You can come for the ride.”


Dougie struggled getting into the red Kawasaki, but with a grunt and a groan he made it.


Annie drove slowly to make the ride over the rough terrain as smooth as possible. She headed down the back lane, then turned and drove along the well-worn dirt path next to the Colorado River.


Jackson pointed and gave a holler. “There, Dougie, that’s where me and Daddy caught the lunker.”


“Lunker?” Dougie chuckled and it hurt his ribs.


That’s something Race would say.


Annie pulled up and stopped in front of a huge stone and timber house. “You won’t be able to go in,” she said, “too many steps, but I’ll get some of the boys to come out and say hello to you.”


“You don’t need to do that, girl. I’ll meet them another time.”


Before Annie got out of the four wheeler, Dooley came out the front door carrying his guitar. “Hey, boss. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Give me a ride to the music studio?”


“Sure, baby. Get in the back with Jacks. This is Dougie the Dog from the B team.”


Dooley ran around to Dougie’s side of the vehicle and stuck out his hand. “No fuckin way, man. Never thought I’d get to meet the Dog.”


“You a musician, Dooley?” asked the Dog.


“Yeah, I write songs and I teach whoever needs a lesson. You play?”


“A little. My guitar is about the only thing I brought with me.”


“You have to leave your club fast?” asked Dooley? “I know I did, but they caught me all the same. Cut me up like a turkey and I would have bled out if Annie hadn’t got me to the trauma hospital in time. She saved my life like all the rest of us here at the safe-house.”


I’ve got a lot to learn about her.


“Maybe I could see the music studio,” said Dougie. “Sounds like something that would interest me.”


“Of course, you can,” said Annie.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE said good morning to the Chief, then had one of the Rangers bring Brady Wiggins up from the holding area. He took a copy of the kid’s charges into the interrogation room. Nothing on file. Fourteen years old. This was his first arrest.


The door opened, and the uniformed ranger, R.J. Perkins, pushed the handcuffed kid into the room. He wasn’t walking on his own. Twisting and turning and doing everything he could to make it hard for the ranger. “There was a dust-up downstairs, Jesse, and this guy got the worst of it.” Perkins gave Brady, who couldn’t weigh more than a buck and a quarter, a shove towards the metal chair and secured his cuffs to the bar.


Brady’s face was banged up—a cut on his forehead where he’d whacked into something metal—and blue bruising beginning to show below his left eye.


Jesse nodded his thanks to Ranger Perkins and spoke to the kid. “Nice to see you, Brady. I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall. How did you happen to get into a fight in your cell?”


“I was caged up with a fuckin idiot, that’s how. If somebody don’t know how to keep their mouth from running on, I can shut them up.”


“Your cellmate said something you didn’t like?”


“Damn right.”


“Want to tell me what he said?”


“Do not.”


Jesse smiled. “Okay, let’s talk about something else.”


“I ain’t allowed to talk to cops. Club rule.”


“Club being the East Enders?”


“That’s right, Mr. Cop. Double EE’s are my brothers, and you don’t talk about your brothers to nobody.”


“Loyalty is a good quality, Brady,” said Jesse. He tapped the print-out in front of him. “I see here that you’ll soon be fifteen.”


“So what?” Brady screwed up his face. Maybe he thought it was his ‘tough face,’ but to Jesse he looked like he just hopped the fence at elementary school. The kid cuffed in front of him was a child.


Jesse smiled. “What do your parents think of you joining the Double E?”


“Like they would even know or care where I’m at or what I’m doing? Too busy messing around in their own shit.”


“And what shit would that be, Brady?”


“My old man drinks until he passes out or starts pounding on Ma. She’s gone most of the time working and it’s a damn good thing she is. Rest of the time she stays out of his way and gets high when she can afford it.”


“Do you think they might want to know you’re in trouble?”


“I ain’t in trouble. Boss will send me a lawyer. He said he’d take care of me—same way he’s gonna take care of all of us.”


“Haven’t seen a lawyer asking for you,” said Jesse, “but we can provide one if the boss doesn’t come through for you.”


Brady shook his dark head. “Nope. I don’t need y’all getting one for me. Boss will send a crackerjack. Guaranteed. I’ll wait.”


“Okay, it’s your call,” said Jesse. “You trust your boss?”


“Only one I can trust. He made that clear when I joined.”


“Uh huh.” Jesse leaned back in his chair and took a sip of his coffee. “Can I get you a Coke?”


“Wouldn’t mind a drink.”


“Be right back.” Jesse let Brady sit alone for a few minutes contemplating his fate, then returned with the can of soda. “Here you go.”


Brady leaned down and sipped through the straw, his hands chained to the table.


Jesse sat down on the other side of the table and opened the thin file folder. “Says here you attacked one of my men with a switchblade.”


“Bullshit. That big motherfucker is lying.” Brady curled his lip and glanced at the mark on his wrist. Birdlike arms and the spot where Travis had grabbed the kid was beginning to turn blue. “What was he anyway? Some army dude?”


“Marine,” said Jesse. “Deputy Bristol also put in his report that you had enough meth in your pockets to be charged with intent to traffic.”


Brady shrugged. “He’s a liar.”


“The lab will measure it and let us know the extent of the charges,” said Jesse. “The arresting officer doesn’t have a scale with him, so he doesn’t know exactly. He has to estimate the amount. Kind of a guess.”


“He guessed wrong.”


Jesse shrugged and kept going. “Let’s talk about the big blue barn. Were you there, Brady? Now that you’ve been printed, and your prints are in the system, are your prints going to show up in the prints taken from Mr. Fogarty’s office?”


Brady stared at his soda can.


“If your prints match prints from the murder scene, you’ll be charged with murder during the commitment of an armed robbery. I’m sure you know what that means, Brady. That spells death row at Huntsville in big capital letters.”


Brady jerked on the cuffs and tried to keep control. A couple of tears got away from him and he sniffled. “I ain’t getting the needle.”


“Okay,” said Jesse, “If the needle isn’t in your future, we have to talk about the only option you have open. Let’s talk about a way around the needle.”


 


FARRELL watched Jesse through the one-way glass and marveled at the boss’s technique and his patience. Jesse had worked the kid around and any minute the kid was going to give up names of the kids who were with him and they’d have something to work with.


He went down to the lab to see if Sue had matched Brady Wiggins to prints in the flea market office. Obviously the kid had left prints the way he reacted when Jesse spelled it out.


“Hey Sue, got anything for me?” asked Farrell.


Shit, I said that wrong. She’s hot for me.


“What were you thinking, Farrell?” she asked in a whisper.


Sue was tall with short dark hair. Pretty in a way, but not his type. Too thin and athletic looking for him. He’d never seen her without a white lab coat. That might make a difference, but he doubted it.


“I was thinking prints.” He took a step away from her. “Did you match the kid upstairs? Brady Wiggins?”


“Yep, sure did. He was there in the office with the others.”


“None of the others in the system?”


“Not yet,” she said.


“Jesse is getting names right now. We’ll bring them in and ten-card them, then see who did the deed.”


“Ranger Quantrall is a great interrogator,” said Sue. “The Chief told me.”


“He’s the best,” said Farrell. He ran back upstairs and called Blacky. “We’re breaking here, boss.”


“Tell me,” said Blacky.


 


JESSE came out of the interrogation room with five more names. He sent Brady Wiggins back to holding with orders for him to be secured in a cell alone, then he tapped on the door of Chief Calhoun’s office.


“I saw part of the interview,” said the Chief, “he’s not more than a boy.”


“Old enough to pull the trigger, Chief,” said Jesse. “Here’s the names of the five that were with him. I need warrants for Blacky and the boys to bring them in and print them—then we’ll have something solid.”


The Chief glanced at the names. “I’ll put Ruskin on the warrants.”


 


BLAINE ended his call to Farrell and called the rest of the crew to meet at DPS. As soon as the warrants were ready, they’d surround Basil Bernard’s trailer and try to pick up the kids Brady Wiggins named. Better yet, if they wouldn’t give their names, he’d bring them all in and print the whole fuckin herd of them. He ended the call and Vargas was on the line from Vegas.


“Detective Vargas, how goes life in Sin City?”


“Jeeze, Blacky, it’s worse every fuckin day.”


“No hell here either. Crime is crime and there’s no shortage.”


“Just a quick call to give you some information. Rumor has it that the B team is actively searching for the runaway Dog.”


“Didn’t take long. Any chance you can put out the word that he’s dead?”


“Can try to sell it, but I don’t know if the boys are buying. No matter, I’ll give it a shot.”


“Thanks, man. Appreciate the warning.”


 


Shady Acres Estates. East Austin.


BART PARKED his old green Dodge down an unused road allowance that butted up against Shady Acres Estates. He’d followed the ganger kids here twice before when he’d chased them out of the barn. Fuckin little thieves. And now they’d graduated from thieves to murderers.


With his shotgun pointing at the ground, Bart climbed the fence that separated the two properties, then disappeared into the thick bush that covered most of the trailer park land.


The river had no name, and it wasn’t a river—only a creek—wider in the spring and almost dry at summer’s end, but it was shady. Thick with trees on both sides. Old Mrs. Balstadt got that part right.


Bart jumped the creek at a narrow point and quietly trudged through the woods towards the portion of the hundred acres where the trailers sat. Too early in the season for bugs, but a green Kingfisher flew low towards the water and startled him. He picked a spot at the edge of the bush where he could see the rusty tin can the vermin lived in, and he waited.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF CALHOUN’S small office was about to burst at the seams when Blaine arrived. All his crew were crammed in the ten by ten space drinking coffee with the Chief, anxiously waiting Blaine’s arrival.


“Here are the warrants, son. Go get ‘em. I’ve got Perkins making some adjustments downstairs in holding, for the influx.”


Blaine smiled and took the warrants from the Chief. “Hope we don’t disappoint Ranger Perkins.”


“You won’t.”


 


Shady River Estates. East Austin.


THE ABANDONNED trailer park was deserted when Blaine and the team arrived with their small army. Blaine parked his big diesel up tight to the steps of the trailer Kyle Teckford/Basil Bernard was inhabiting.


“Do a thorough search,” hollered Blaine, waving them inside. “Travis take the lead. Take Fletch and Hammer with you. To Farrell: “Take the junkers and search all the other units.”


He called Lil: “Everything you can find on Kyle Teckford, alias Basil Bernard. Go back till the day the fucker was born.”


“I’m writing it down, boss.”


“Also, find out who owns Shady River Estates. It’s a trailer park—abandoned, but somebody owns the land.”


“Okay.”


“Any other trailer parks around the city not in use any longer, I need locations. Don’t know if there are any, but we need to find out.”


“Okay. I’ll call you.”


“And Lil, Misty’s a little down. Try to cheer her up.”


“She went home to see customers, boss, about an hour ago.”


“Okay. Never mind, I’ll talk to her later.”


Two hours later after a thorough search of all the vacant trailers they had nothing, and Blaine was beyond frustrated. “Leave the first surveillance team here. They might be back and maybe not.” He threw his hands up. “Who the hell knows?”


“Hope I didn’t waste my tag,” said Travis.


“Me too,” said Blaine. “Is it in a good spot? The fuckers will sweep.”


“They won’t find it.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE helped Rosie clear up the kitchen after breakfast and together they planned the menus for the rest of the week. It took organization, planning and a lot of groceries to feed all the cowboys that worked at Coulter-Ross. She sat at the granite island to write a shopping list and Blaine’s name came up on her cell. She smiled and picked it up. “Hey, baby, how are you?”


“Busy on a case, but I’m okay.”


“You sound stressed.”


“A little, I’ve got a lot going on. Detective Vargas called from Vegas this morning, and I’m passing on a message.”


“Oh, yeah? What’s happening in Vegas?”


“Word is the B team is actively searching for the Dog.”


“Okay, good to know. Should I inform Dougie or not? What’s your opinion?”


“How much do you trust him, Mom?”


“Umm… not a lot.”


“Might be better if he knows. Keep his guard up.”


“Thanks, honey. Will I see you soon?”


“Let’s have dinner this week. I need to take Misty out more than I’m doing. I have no time.”


“I’ll make dinner here and y’all come over.”


“Thanks, Mom. Love you.”


Annie pressed end and hurried to the bedroom wing to see if the Dog was sleeping. She tapped on his door and peeked in.


“Come in. You don’t have to knock, baby.” He sat in the chair in the corner with his guitar across his lap.


“Hey, you’re playing.”


“Tuning, that’s all I’m doing. Haven’t played in a long while.” He set the instrument on the floor beside the chair. “The expression on your face is telling me you’re worried about something. Spill it.”


“Blaine had a call this morning from the gang squad in Vegas.”


“Yeah, they can’t find me?” Dougie chuckled.


“They aren’t the only ones who can’t find you,” said Annie. “Rumor out there says the B team is searching for the Dog.”


“Fuck.”


Why doesn’t he sound worried?


Annie made the bed and fluffed up the pillows before she sat on the side and faced Dougie. “Who would be the new leader with Bentley and Rice dead?”


Dougie studied her face. “How do you know they’re both dead?”


“I know they are.”


Dougie nodded. “When all the shooting was going on, you popped them.”


Annie shrugged. “Maybe.”


“Jesus, girl, you are something.”


“Who would the new top three be, sugar pop?”


“Somebody needs this information?” asked Dougie.


Annie shook her head. “Nope. Just wondering.”


“Let’s see who would be up next with me out of the way and those two dead… I guess number one would be Wino Urquhart, Fox Ewing would be VP, and that stupid asshole, Dick Iacomo would be third.”


“Sounds like an interesting group.” Annie leaned over and kissed him.


“When’s your husband coming to interrogate me?”


“Haven’t heard. You in a rush to unload?”


Dougie laughed. “My new life here is at a slower pace. I don’t do fuck all and nothing in a hurry.”


“Once you’re up and running, I’ll make sure you’ve got lots to do—day and night.”


“Come sit in my lap.” Dougie reached for her hand.


“I can’t. I’ll hurt your leg.”


“What else will you do to me besides hurt my leg?”


 


The Capital Grille. Austin.


BLAINE was late getting to the restaurant, still pissed that Basil Bernard had taken off with all the kids and stashed them somewhere. Now he didn’t even have a clue where to look. Austin was a big city.


He stood at the hostess station glancing around the large dining area looking for long red hair and a designer suit.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Blackmore. You alone?”


“I’m meeting the Governor for lunch, but I don’t see her.”


“I didn’t seat her myself. Let me take a quick walk around.”


“Thanks, Kim.”


She returned shaking her head. “Nope, not here yet.”


“Okay, I’ll take a table and wait. I thought I was late.” He followed Kim to a table, sat down and ordered a beer. A second later, Lily called. “What do you have for me, Lil?”


“The Bernard/Teckford guy is a psycho, boss. Thirty years old. Tons of arrests. He’s a two-time loser. When you get him this time, he’s a goner.”


“Good to hear. What else?”


“Year in the State Hospital. Schizophrenic. The voices tell him what to do. Jumped off the Capitol Bridge not once, but twice and didn’t finish the job.”


“Why’d they let him out?”


“New medication. He’s supposed to be cured.”


“Fuck that.”


“Hope I never meet him,” said Lil. “Moving on to the trailer park, Shady River Estates is owned by a Mrs. Balstadt. Want to write down her address?”


“Nope. Phone Farrell and send him to interview her.”


“Okay,” said Lil, “and as far as other abandoned parks, I’m still working on finding them.”


“Thanks, Lil. Talk to you in an hour.” Blaine saw Cat come in and waved her over.


She leaned down and kissed his cheek before she sat down. “I’m late, and I know you’re the one pressed for time. Sorry.”


“It’s okay, I made calls while I waited. It’s been a shit day, getting worse by the fuckin minute.”


She opened the menu. “Maybe food will help.”


He picked up his Corona. “Beer will definitely help.”


“Did you write down what you want me to say about cracking down on the gangs?”


“Uh huh. I scribbled it while I had a sec. I’m thinking of getting one of those things where you talk, and it all gets down while you drive.”


“That would be helpful and save time.”


“You should get it too.”


Cat smiled. “Okay, I’ll think about it.” She sipped her water. “Anything new on Mr. Fogarty’s murder?”


“Can’t talk about it. I’m not in a good place.”


Cat smiled. “Okay. I’m talking to the media at three. Sally has set something up with a couple of the stations and I’ll do the interview in my office.”


“Once you spill it, the other stations will pick it up,” said Blaine. “We’ve got to stop these kids from dumping school and going rogue, that’s all there is to it. There has to be a way to show them it’s a dead end and not a path to follow.”


“I agree. A huge blitz or something.”


“Appeal to the parents and the schools to come forward if they’re aware of kids that need help or counselling.”


Cat nodded. “I’ve written an outline.” She reached into her briefcase and handed it to Blaine.


He read it in seconds and nodded at a few good points. “Teachers must notice when a kid is missing from class all the time—if they’re not fuckin blind. Do they phone the parents? What’s the next step they should take? Is there something in place, or do they wing it?”


“I don’t know if they follow some kind of procedure,” said Cat, “but I do know there are truancy laws based on how many days a student has missed.”


“Do they take the parents to court?”


Cat nodded. “Sometimes, if the situation isn’t rectified.”


The waiter came and took their order. They both decided on the lunch special, the ribeye steak sandwich. Cat chose a salad and Blaine opted for fries and he ordered another Corona. “Want a glass of wine?”


“No thanks, I’ll have ice water with my food and a green tea later.”


Blaine raised a black brow, then winked at her.


 


Mrs. Balstadt’s Ranch. Outside of Smithville.


FARRELL got the call in his truck from Lily and headed to the address she’d given him for Mrs. Balstadt. Lil had phoned ahead, and the lady knew he was coming.


She lived on a ranch close to Smithville and Farrell had no trouble finding the place. Nicely painted fences and a well-kept one-storey ranch house at the end of a treed lane.


He parked his truck near a wishing well filled with flowers and knocked on the blue door. A gray-haired lady in her sixties or early seventies opened the door and smiled at him. “You must be Ranger Donovan. Come in. I’ve made fresh coffee for our little chat.”


“Thanks, Mrs. Balstadt, I could use a coffee. I had to skip lunch.”


“Oh, no, you haven’t eaten, dear. How about a nice slice of lemon pie?”


Farrell grinned and nodded his head. “That might fill the gap, Mrs. Balstadt. I appreciate it.” He sat down at the table and she put pie with thick merengue and a mug of coffee in front of him. His day was taking an upturn. Pie always cheered him. Lemon and pecan—top two.


“I came to ask you about Shady River Estates, ma’am. You still own the property?”


“I do own it, but I haven’t thought a lot about it lately. Nobody lives in those trailers anymore and they haven’t for years. Is the city concerned? Should I have the old trailers removed and taken to the dump or something?”


“I think you should. They’re attracting a bad crowd of squatters. A gang has moved in and taken over the property.”


“No.” Mrs. Balstadt wiped her hands on her apron. “I think y’all are mistaken. I’m sure nobody lives in any of our parks anymore.” She leaned on the back of a chair. “Some of the trailers are gone, of course, the ones owned by the tenants. The only ones left are the ones my husband bought and rented out.”


Farrell finished his pie and set his fork down. “Do you have other trailer parks around Austin that aren’t in use anymore?”


Mrs. Balstadt sat down and folded her hands together. “My husband, Fred—dead sixteen years now—he thought it would be a good passive income for us to have all these tracts of land, let people rent spots for mobile homes and we’d be all set for our retirement.”


“Doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” said Farrell. He picked up the cream pitcher and poured some into his coffee.


“When he was around, I didn’t mind it,” she said. “He did the maintenance, helped with the hookups and collected the rents. I did the bookkeeping and took phone calls. It worked reasonably well.”


“How many parks did you have on the go?” asked Farrell.


“At the peak of Fred’s career as a trailer landlord, we had a dozen. Besides renting the sites, he bought used trailers, fixed them up and rented them. Those are the ones that are still on the properties. After he died, I couldn’t keep going alone and I sold half of the properties.”


“You have six properties left?”


“I do.”


“Any up and running?”


“Not a one. I’m thinking of selling all the land, investing the money and taking it easy from here on out.”


Farrell nodded. “You should do that.”


 





 




CHAPTER THREE


Wednesday, February 10th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


UNHAPPY that Misty hadn’t come over the night before, Blaine fidgeted and stared at his morning caffeine waiting for a reasonable hour to call her.


What time did Misty get up? Jesus, why didn’t he know that? She slept in his bed most nights and he didn’t even notice a simple thing like that? No fuckin wonder she went home.


“I’m a goddam idiot,” he mumbled to himself.


“You got that right, bro.” Farrell slumped into the chair across from Blaine, his straw colored hair sticking out in six directions. “Expecting a call from the pope or the president? Tell me why you’re staring at your phone.”


“Wondering if it was too early to call Mist.”


“Six fuckin thirty? Damn right it is. She don’t get up until eight-thirty, quarter to nine, cause she’s a night owl. Stays up late studying her cards and doing woo woo shit.”


“See,” Blaine hollered. “See, you know that, but I don’t. That’s why I’m an insensitive asshole.”


“Sure,” said Farrell with a chuckle, “I’ll give you that. You’re an asshole. But you’re always good to Misty.”


Blaine tapped his finger on the table. “I give her stuff, and promise her stuff, but I barely know her. That’s what I’m realizing.”


“She’s hard to know. Deep and quiet. Her thoughts are buried in that ‘other’ world a lot of the time.”


“I need to find out things about her,” said Blaine, “What she likes and doesn’t like. Music, art, jewelry, shit like that.” He continued to ramble on until his cell rang.


Farrell stood up and slogged to the island for coffee.


“Blackmore.”


“Ranger Blackmore, this is Michael Fogarty. I’m making arrangements for my Daddy and I wondered if you could tell me if the autopsy has been done. I need a time frame.”


“Yes, the autopsy has been done, sir. The funeral home y’all are using can make arrangements to pick your father up any time today.”


“Okay, thank you. Has anything turned up in the investigation?”


“Yes. We’re working on some solid information and we should know more by the end of the day.”


“Does that mean you know who murdered my father?”


“We are very close to knowing that.”


“But you can’t talk about it while the investigation is ongoing and all that crap they say on TV, right?”


“Why don’t I call you when we have the suspects in custody, Mr. Fogarty?”


“Are there more than one?”


“Yes, there are but I can’t elaborate.”


“If you could call me when you know more, I’d appreciate it. Not that it will change anything, but my father was a gentle person and he didn’t deserve a violent death.” 


“No. He certainly didn’t,” said Blaine. “I’d be happy to call when we have more facts, and could you let me know about the service? Time and place?”


“I will, and one more thing, if you don’t mind.”


“Go ahead.”


“I’ve lost track of Bart Townsend’s address and phone number. He was closest to Daddy and I want to talk to him.”


“I have that here in my phone. I’ll send it to you.”


 


East Ender’s Hideout.


BART WOKE stiff and sore from sleeping in his truck. He’d gone home for an hour, done his chores and made a sandwich, then returned to his hiding place with Biscuit to make sure the punks didn’t get away on him. Should he call the Ranger and tell him where the murdering sons of bitches were? Or should he wait for his chance and take care of them himself?


He unscrewed the lid of his thermos and refilled his mug.


He’d wait a little longer and see what happened, then he’d decide.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY was first to arrive for work. She filled a mug and sat down at the kitchen table with Blaine. The morning meeting had evolved and although having coffee and a muffin together took a little longer than just him shouting out directives, it seemed to put the entire crew in a good mood and get them off on the right foot.


“There’s a list on your desk of the five names Jesse got from the boy we caught and brought in. I’ve never done this before, but I’m wondering—and I’ll run it by the Chief—but what if we brought all the parents in to the boardroom and told them their offspring were murderers, would we get results? Would they help us? Or would they call us liars and work against us.”


“You mean, make them face the fact that their kid is off track?” asked Lil. “Yep, the parents might know details, or some might know where their kids are.”


“Shit, Lil, somebody has to be responsible for these boys. They’re in first year of high school, for crissake.”


“I know, boss, and there are laws about attending school. At least some of the parents have to know their kid isn’t at school. It’s hard to believe they’re running wild like they are, robbing and killing people, and worse than that, nobody is trying to stop them.”


“Find the phone numbers and addresses and get set up. I’ll see what Calhoun thinks.”


Lil picked up her coffee and turned to leave. “Did you talk to Misty, boss? She was unhappy when she left here yesterday.”


“I tried her last night when she didn’t come over and her phone went to message.”


“She wasn’t saying much, that’s for sure.”


Blaine tried again, and Misty didn’t answer. “Shit. I haven’t got time to stop by her house, but I’ll fuckin have to.”


Lily stopped at the kitchen door. “Rick said there was no movement at Shady River overnight. Greg and Andy are there now for the morning shift. Do you want to continue on that property?”


“We can’t give it up until we get a new location. Farrell has the map from the owner of other properties that might be possibilities and we’ll be checking every one of those today.”


Lily nodded and continued to her office. Lexi barked, and it was showtime. The crew was at the door.


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


BEFORE going to headquarters, Blaine drove by Misty’s house only six blocks away from his own place. Her car wasn’t in the driveway, which was odd because she didn’t drive it, preferring to take public transit for a reason known only to her.


Blaine left the big diesel running, hopped out and knocked on the side door. Hoodoo ran down the three steps and whined, happy to see him, but no sign of Misty.


He tried the knob and the door was locked.


“Be back later,” he shouted through the glass to Hoo.


Where the hell is she?


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF CALHOUN thought the parental approach was a stellar idea and heartily endorsed it. “The parents can’t be innocent bystanders in this,” he said. “Something has gone terribly wrong in their families and they have to face it.”


Blaine nodded. “Did Ranger Ruskin get the wanted posters out on Kyle Teckford, aka Basil Bernard?”


“She did that late yesterday.”


“Good.”


“What time should we meet with the parents?” asked the Chief.


“Lil is rounding up phone numbers and addresses. I’ll have her start calling and we should be able to get them in here by four. Is that good for you?”


“Sure. I’m anxious to hear why they don’t know where in hell’s half acre their kids are.”


“Okay, four o’clock it is.” Blaine relayed the message to Lil and had her begin contacting the parents. “If any of the parents have no transportation and are using that as an excuse, arrange for a squad to pick them up.”


“Right, boss.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


AFTER BREAKFAST Dooley knocked on the door and Annie greeted him with a hug. “Hey, baby, come in.”


“I’m going to the studio and wondered if the big Dog wanted to come see the set-up, and the recording studio.”


“I’m sure he does, honey. Come in and grab a stool at the island and I’ll get him for you.”


Dougie was dozing in the chair in his room when Annie opened the door. “Hey, sugar pop, Dooley is in the kitchen asking if you want to see the music studio?”


Dougie stared at her for a moment processing the question. “Damn right I do. Can you carry my guitar for me, baby?”


“Sure.” She helped him up and handed him the crutches, then picked up the guitar case and held the door open wide.


“Dooley super good on the guitar?” he asked as they traversed the long hallway.


“Uh huh. He’s excellent. Practices every day. I let him use Billy’s Stratocaster.”


“I’m only an amateur,” mumbled the Dog. “I knew I’d never make it as a musician, that’s why I chose another career.”


Annie smiled.


 


Austin High Schools.


FLETCH AND HAMMER were assigned to high school watch. Cruising the school areas watching for older kids lurking around, just outside school property. Talking to younger kids, chatting them up and laughing, offering them smokes—giving them sample drugs—drawing them in. Recruiters.


Nothing at the first school. Nice and quiet. Kids all inside in the classrooms. The second school on the list told a different story. It was lunch break and a couple of kids had drawn a crowd on the sidewalk a little way from the paved entrance to the school parking lot.


“How we gonna do this, partner?” asked Fletcher. He hadn’t worked too much with Hammer, who’d come to the Agency from the military, former MP—except for the time in Dallas when Hammer had killed the suspect they needed alive and Fletcher had been shot. His shoulder was almost healed, but range of motion in his left arm was shabby. He hoped when the going got tough like it might a minute from now, Hammer would have his back.


“I’ll drive past them,” said Hammer, “park at the curb, then we’ll walk back towards them real slow, so they don’t freak and run.”


“Okay.”


They did that, and it worked reasonably well until they got close. Then the recruiters noticed them and bolted.


Hammer and Fletcher gave chase across the road and down a side street. One kid jumped a fence and tore through a backyard to the street behind. The second kid, smaller and not as strong, didn’t make it over the fence on the first try and Hammer grabbed him by the back of his t-shirt. He jerked him off the fence, whipped cuffs on him and spun him around.


The kid screamed curses at him in a high-pitched soprano, kicked viciously at him with ragged runners and spit. He had a lot of spit.


Hammer chuckled. “Let’s see how feisty you are when we get you to headquarters. What’s your name?”


“Ain’t talking to cops.” And he didn’t. Not a word all the way to DPS.


Fletcher called Blaine and told him they had a suspect in custody.


“Okay, great. You can’t book him but take him in and get the process started. I’ll meet you at DPS in fifteen minutes.


 


Mrs. Balstadt’s Properties in Suburban East Austin.


FARRELL AND TRAVIS followed Mrs. Balstadt’s map and checked out the properties she and her deceased husband had made into mobile home parks at the east end of the city. Each tract contained anywhere from twenty-five to fifty acres or more and all had mature trees and a reliable water source. All were empty. Gate closed and locked at the road.


“Do you think Basil knows about these other parks, or has he moved the kids into a crack house or something?” asked Farrell.


“I don’t know how he’d know, but maybe he does,” said Travis. “He might have lived in one of the parks at one time and heard about the others.”


“Anything is possible, I guess.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE arrived at DPS before Hammer and Fletch brought their suspect in. Three-thirty. Half an hour before the parents arrived. He’d called Jesse to help with questioning the parents and expected him to arrive shortly.


After saying hello to the Chief, Blaine headed for booking to see if his guys had brought the kid in the back door, and they had. Hammer physically dragged the boy towards booking, the kid cursing and yelling all the way. 


“Good job, boys,” Blaine said. To the kid: “Who do we have here? What’s your name?”


“None of your business, amigo.”


Blaine smiled at the slur. “Print him. Maybe his parents are on the way.”


“You sons of bitches called my Dad? I’ll kill y’all for that. Trust me.”


“I wouldn’t trust you with anything, kid,” said Hammer.


After the kid was printed and his picture taken, Blaine walked the prints down the hall to the lab. “Sue, this is a rush. See if these prints match any from the Fogarty murder scene.”


“Sure, I can do that quickly. Only take a few minutes.”


Blaine sat on a vacant stool and waited.


Sue returned a few minutes later and nodded her head. “He was there. Got a name for him?”


“He hasn’t given us one yet, but if our witness was telling the truth, he should match one of the five names on Jesse’s list. I’ve got all the parents meeting upstairs,” Blaine glanced at his Cartier, “right about now.”


“Let me know when you get names,” said Sue. “I need them badly for my report.”


 


JESSE and Chief Calhoun met Blaine in the hall outside the boardroom on the second floor. “Did we get a good turnout?” asked Blaine.


“Pretty much one hundred percent,” said the Chief. “Two of the boys only have one parent, but one is better than none.”


“No matter,” said Jesse. “One is just as responsible. As long as we have a representative from each family.”


Blaine grabbed the door handle. “Let’s do it.”


Eight people sat on the edge of their seats around the gleaming mahogany table in the boardroom. They began firing questions the second the door opened.


“Why are we here? You can’t take people away from their jobs and haul them off to the police station on a whim.”


Chief Calhoun held up a hand. “Time for questions later. First, I’ll explain why we’ve gathered y’all together, then Ranger Quantrall and Ranger Blackmore will take over.”


“This better be good,” said one of the fathers.


“Oh, it’s good,” said the Chief. He stood at the end of the table casting an intimidating shadow. “Putting it as briefly as possible, all of your sons’ names came up on a list. A list of boys that murdered a gentleman over seventy years old.”


“That ain’t true,” hollered one man.


“It’s a tragedy, but it is true,” said Jesse stepping closer to the head of the table. “What we’d like from y’all is help or at least information to find the boys and bring them in for questioning.”


“Who ratted out our kids?”


Blaine pointed. “What’s your name, sir?”


“Murphy.”


“Mr. Murphy, where we got our information is no concern of yours. It’s up to us to prove your boys were at the scene. If y’all help get them into the booking room downstairs and have them printed, they will either be cleared or charged. As simple as that.”


One lady sitting alone had her hand over her face covering her tears. “I knew this would happen when Elliott started hanging around with those older boys.”


“Your name, Ma’am?” asked Jesse.


“Betteridge. Elizabeth Betteridge.”


“Who were the older boys your son hung around with?”


“I don’t remember their names. But after Elliott met them, he started staying out past his curfew and skipping school. I had calls from the Vice-Principal and that never happened before he met them.”


“Let’s have a show of hands,” said Jesse. “How many of y’all know where your sons are right at this moment?”


No one raised their hand.


“Okay, none of you.”


There was a tap on the door and Blaine stepped out into the hallway. “Thanks for bringing him up, Perkins.”


“No problem Ranger B. Want me to wait?”


“Yes please. This is just a quick show and tell.”


Hope somebody in there claims this kid.


 Blaine opened the door and pushed the kid into the boardroom. Mr. Murphy let out a roar at his son and the kid cringed and crouched behind a chair.


He beats his kid.


“What in the name of Mother Mary have you done, Doyle?”


“Nothing Dad. It’s all a mistake.”


“I need your son’s full name, sir.” Chief Calhoun pushed a pad and pencil in front of a red-faced Murphy. “You may wish to get him legal representation.”


Murphy scribbled ‘Doyle Brian Murphy’ on the paper and ripped off the sheet with a vengeance. “I’ll do no such thing. He made this mess and he can bloody well clean it up. I wash my hands of him.” Murphy got up and left the room.


Blaine took Doyle into the hall, gave the note to Perkins and said, “You can book him now. Murder during. No bail.”


Doyle sobbed his way down the hall.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE GATE to his private sanctuary swung open when Blaine pushed the remote. Exhausted from the events of the day, he felt that little progress had been made finding the real perpetrator—the man running the army of kids—Basil Bernard, aka Kyle Teckford.


He hoped Farrell had better news for him, and his brother should be back soon from his little scouting trip around the perimeter of the city.


He parked the truck, opened the front door with his key and turned off the alarm system. Two dogs greeted him in the foyer. Lexi and Hoodoo.


Good, Misty is here.


Blaine trudged across the kitchen to the Sub-Zero and grabbed himself a Corona. He was twisting the top when Carm began telling him a story in Spanish. He held up a hand to slow her down a little.


“Misty dropped off the dog because she’s going to New Orleans for a couple of weeks. She doesn’t want you to worry.”


“Worry?” Blaine paced. “She can’t wait until I can go? And now she’s going without me? Stress is my fuckin middle name.”


Carm smiled. “She’ll come back, carino. She needs to go. She misses her home.”


The dogs raised a ruckus as the boys came in to check out at the end of the day.


Blaine stomped into the foyer. “Hammer, go home and pack a bag. Take the next flight to New Orleans. Find Misty and watch her. Make sure she’s safe.”


“What?” Hammer screwed up his face. “How am I supposed to find her in a busy city like that?”


Blaine pointed a finger and the short fuse blew. “You’re a goddam investigator. Go find her.”


 





 




CHAPTER FOUR


Thursday, February 12th.


 


Abandoned Trailer Park. East end of Austin.


THROUGH the pine boughs hiding his truck, Bart could see the front door of the rundown trailer the gang was holed up in. He’d been sitting for hours and his attention span wandered from time to time, but the moment there was movement around the trailer, grogginess left him instantly.


At the first sight of the kids, anger and adrenaline pumped through his veins. Bart reached for the night vision scope on the floor beside his boot. The power was cranked up and when he peered through the lens it seemed like he was only a foot away from them. 


The kids were hooting and laughing as the bunch of them scrambled into the big ugly guy’s truck. Something was going down. Big boss plus four kids—all he could fit in the truck at one time. Others stood on the wonky porch waving and grinning.


Bart watched the truck head down the two-track towards the back way into the abandoned park—the same way Bart had come in. He was hidden well back in the dense forest of trees and it was pitch black at midnight. They’d drive right by him and not even notice.


As they passed not twenty feet from him, Bart got a good look at the boss’s truck. Gray Ford with rust spots patched with goo and sanded by hand into an ugly mess. Through the scope he read the plate and scribbled it with a ballpoint on his hand. He’d phone it into the black-haired ranger in case the kid needed it. Herman liked the kid and said so more than once, so Bart knew he was okay.


As soon as the gang was out of earshot, Bart started his truck and followed them along a dirt path through a swampy area. He stayed behind them for about twenty minutes, never losing sight of their tail lights. The truck turned right on the county road that went all the way out to route ninety-five and Bart followed.


At the stop sign, where the county road intersected with the highway, there was a small mom and pop gas station on the corner with a convenience store attached. The neon sign flashed big blue letters. ‘Cookie’s Convenience.’


Bart dropped back and watched. He let the gangers pull into the station first, then he drove in and parked at the pumps like a regular customer. While he watched them, he checked the gas gauge and decided he could use a few gallons.


The bald headed gang boss parked close to the door of the convenience store and as soon as the truck came to a stop, the kids jumped out and ran inside. The boss stayed in the truck with the engine running and from where Bart stood with his hand on the pump hose handle, he saw the boss light up a smoke and blow smoke out the truck window like he was king of the world.


I’ll kill that fucker for Herman.


Another customer drove in, parked and went inside the store. Seconds after that happened, the kids ran out carrying loads of stuff and jumped in the truck. Boss was grinning as he took off like a bat out of hell.


Bart jumped in his own truck and followed close behind as the truck in front of him headed back the same way they’d come. As soon as the truck left route ninety-five, Bart reached into the back seat, grabbed hold of his Remington semi-auto and cranked a shell into the chamber. He leaned out the window and let go three shotgun blasts at the boss’s truck.


He hit both back tires by chance, not because he was a good shot. The boss lost control and the truck slewed off the road into the ditch.


Bart jammed his truck into park and jumped out onto the road while the kids scrambled out of the ditched truck and ran like scared rabbits into the field. He could barely see them as they ran through dead grass out of range of the truck’s headlights. No matter, he could hear them yelling. He kept firing and laid down a shitload of buckshot in their general direction.


“Hope I shot them all in the ass,” he said to Biscuit as he slid behind the wheel. “Let’s go home and eat.” Biscuit wagged his tail.


“We’ll give ‘em hell again tomorrow.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE grabbed for his cell and wondered how long he’d been asleep. Seemed like ten fuckin minutes. Who? He checked the screen in the dark and it was DPS.


“Ranger B. this call came in to robbery, but I think it might be your gang of kids. Want to check it out?”


“Sure do, Rocky. You there now?”


“Yeah, ninety-five and county out near Elgin. Cookie’s Convenience.”


“Anybody dead?”


“Old lady stabbed. Ambulance took her.”


“Fuck that.”


Blaine rolled out of bed and before hitting the shower, he opened the door of the room next to his and woke Farrell up.  “We’re up, bro. Kyle’s kids stabbed an old lady.”


“Fuck that.”


 


Cookie’s Convenience. Elgin.


A HALF HOUR later, Blaine and Farrell arrived at the store on the far side of Austin. Ranger Rockford—Rocky—met them at the door and told them the couple who owned the business, Mr. and Mrs. Costello, were in their late sixties and were almost ready to retire.


Mr. Costello sat in his office at the back of the store, his head in his hands, his face tear-stained. The door was open, but Blaine knocked anyway.


“Mr. Costello, I’m Blaine Blackmore from the violent crime unit, and I’d like you to tell me exactly what happened.”


He pointed and said, “I told Ranger Rockford already.”


Blaine turned on the recorder and placed it on the corner of the desk. “Tell me again, if you don’t mind.”


Mr. Costello nodded. “I was here in the office doing the daily receipts and getting ready to close up when I heard my wife scream. I ran down the hallway and saw the kid with the knife stab her over and over while the others grabbed handfuls of stuff off the shelves. I wasn’t watching them and didn’t care what they took. I ran to Cookie and made a grab for the kid with the knife, but he knocked me down and took off out the door…” Mr. Costello stopped and took a couple of deep breaths, then rubbed his chest. “Cookie was lying by the sandwich cooler covered in blood and my heart almost stopped beating. I was calling 911 on the phone by the cash when another customer came in and as soon as the kids saw him, they ran.”


“Did the witness stay to help you?”


Mr. Costello shook his head. “When he saw it was a robbery in progress, he beat it.”


“Did you know him?”


“Nope. Never saw him before.”


 “Anything else you can think of?” asked Blaine.


“After I called 911, I ran back to Cookie—I didn’t know what in hell to do for her—and she had passed out or fainted. I ran to the door to watch for the ambulance and that’s when I heard the shots.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Gunshots? Could you tell which direction the shots were coming from?”


Mr. Costello pointed. “Down the road that way, and not too far either. Maybe on the county road. Sounded like a shotgun to me.”


“Shotgun.” Blaine nodded. “Hang on for a second, Mr. Costello.” He stepped into the hall and hollered for Farrell. “Mr. Costello heard gunshots maybe as close as the next road over that way. You and Rocky check it out.”


“Roger that, boss.”


Blaine came back and found Mr. Costello wiping his eyes.


“Was there a customer at the pumps when you looked for the ambulance?”


“Didn’t see anybody, but there might have been earlier. I was in the back until Margaret—I call her ‘Cookie’ screamed.”


“Do you have security cameras, sir?”


He nodded. “One that rotates inside and one outside facing the gas pumps.”


“Would you mind if forensics borrowed the tapes?”


“Nope. I want to catch the little bastards.”


“Would you like a ride to the hospital to see your wife, sir?” asked Blaine. “I can have a squad car take you.”


“Yes, please. Will you fellows lock up?”


“The techs will be here soon, and they won’t be done for hours. The store will be secure. You can count on it.”


 


FARRELL drove to the first side line with Rocky in the passenger seat. He made a right and a hundred yards down the road his headlights shone on a truck in the ditch.


After a quick examination, Rocky said, “Lot of buckshot in the truck, Donovan. Maybe there’s some in the kids too.”


“Hope so. They’ll have to come out of their hole then, won’t they?”


“Either that, or bleed to death,” said Rocky. “One or the other.”


Farrell called the forensic garage for a tow and provided them with directions. Then he took his Maglite and searched the field the kids had run through. They were long gone, but the dogs might pick up a trail—if he had the dogs. He’d call Jesse first thing and work the field.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE BARELY closed his eyes and his cell rang on the dresser. He woke and realized he was lying on top of the duvet in his clothes. He hadn’t even taken his boots off. “Shit, I can’t reach my phone from here.”


He sat up, grunted and walked the two steps to the dresser. “Cat, spill it.”


“Were you sleeping?”


“Out all night, and no, I wasn’t having fun.”


“Sorry, sweetie, didn’t mean to wake you. I was wondering about the deposition today at one. Are you picking me up?”


“Shit, I forgot about it and no, I can’t. I’m up to my ass in stuff. Get Gene to drive to Coulter-Ross and I’ll meet you there. Jesse is meeting us there too. Annie knows we’re coming, and Mr. Robertson will be ready.”


“Okay, I’ll see you there. Sorry I woke you.”


“Don’t be. I have to get up.”


 


FARRELL MET Blaine in the hallway as he headed for the stairs. “I’m gonna phone Jesse and ask him to bring the dogs to Coulter-Ross, then Travis and I can work the field near the convenience store while you’re Dogging it.”


“I’m too tired to laugh, but yeah, good idea. Do it.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE sat naked on the marble bench in Annie’s shower while she washed him and shampooed his thick dark mop of hair. She’d covered his right thigh in plastic, so the bandages wouldn’t get soaked.


“I feel a hundred times better,” said the Dog while she dried his hair. “Being naked in your shower has certain rewards of its own.”


Annie leaned down and kissed him. “You’re the center of attention today, and I want you to look good. The Governor’s a bit of a ho and she’ll be salivating when she sees you. Your tight abs and all those bulging muscles are going to be a big turn on for her.”


Dougie grinned and shook his head. “You’re shitting me. The Governor? Can’t see that happening.”


“Fifty,” said Annie. “Fifty bucks she makes a remark, winks at you, or says she needs your number.”


Dougie snorted. “You’re killing me, girl. Never happen, but sure, I’ll go for the easy fifty.”


“They’re arriving at one. Jesse will be here before that because he’s bringing Charity and he’ll want to get her settled before we start.”


“Be best if he didn’t see me in your bathroom.”


Annie smiled. “He moved out of my bathroom as well as my bedroom, so what can he say?”


“Plenty. He’s a fuckin Texas Ranger. He must be tough.”


“Always in dust-ups at Boots. He’s a scrapper.”


“Think I could take him?” asked the Dog.


“You kidding me? You’re the Dog. You can take anybody. But at this point in time, not just you but anybody could take Jesse. He hasn’t regained his strength after his last heart attack, but he’s going to a new doctor and he’s working through it. He’s better than he’s been in a while.”


“He’s gonna want you back,” said the Dog. “As soon as he’s… up and running again.”


“Nope. One too many rounds for me and I can’t take any more heartache. We’re done.”


“You sure?”


“Positive.”


 


JESSE parked in front of the garage at Coulter-Ross and let Red and Bluebelle out of the Range Rover. Farrell was picking them up later. He knocked on Annie’s door at twelve forty-five with Charity in his arms. “Hey, Ace, you all set up for us?”


Annie reached for the baby and kissed her face. “Yep, coffee’s on, pecan tarts are baked, and the office is clean.”


“Your house is always clean,” said Jesse. “I’m a bit nervous because Catherine’s coming.”


“Catherine?” Annie smirked. “You getting it on with the red-head?”


“Fuck no.” Jesse made a face and Annie giggled.


“I’ll give Charity to Sarah. Dougie is in the office already if you want to have a preliminary chat with him.”


“Yeah, I do,” said Jesse. “I’ll get started.”


The Dog sat in a leather chair in the seating area, his leg propped up on an ottoman.


Jesse came through the open door and sat down on the sofa next to Dougie’s chair. “How’s the leg?”


“Ain’t worth a flying fuck,” growled the Dog.


Jesse eyed the crutches leaning against the wall and said, “Those things are a pain in the ass too.”


Dougie nodded.


“Governor Campbell will be here soon. Before she was elected Governor of Texas, she was on the bench. She’s a judge and before that an attorney. She’ll make an excellent witness.”


The Dog tilted his head. “You hard for her?”


Jesse’s lip curled a little. “That will never happen.”


The Dog’s eyes narrowed as he turned to face Jesse. “You lied when you told me Annie was your wife. How can I trust you when I know you’re a liar?”


Shit. This guy is going to give me a hard time.


“She was my wife. I divorced her in a fit of anger and maybe I made a mistake. I still think of her as my wife because we may get back together.”


“Not what she says.”


Jesse felt heat prickling the back of his neck. “Why does my marital status matter to you, Mr. Robertson?”


As if I don’t know.


“It matters.”


Blaine came through the door with Governor Campbell, her Security Agent, Gene Wyman, followed by Annie with the coffee tray.


Annie set the tray on the coffee table in front of the leather sofa, closed the office door and took a seat behind her desk, leaving the seating area to the others.


Blaine made the introductions. “Dougie, this is Governor Campbell, and Special Agent Gene Wyman, her security detail.”


Dougie nodded and shook hands with Cat.


“I Googled you, Mr. Robertson, and you have quite a reputation,” said Catherine. She sat down beside Jesse and crossed her legs. She wore her red hair long and loose today and it brushed her shoulders when she moved. Her suit of the day was black Versace.


“I earned it,” growled the Dog.


Blaine opened his briefcase and took the chair at the opposite end of the table. He poured himself a coffee and added cream. “I have a list of questions that were given to me and I’ll record Dougie’s answers, and that will be it. Governor Campbell is the official witness.”


“After I answer these questions my life won’t be worth a flying fuck,” said the Dog. “Not that it’s worth too much anyway.”


“The deal you made,” said Jesse, “was to answer the questions—any that you could—in return for immunity from the ATF.”


“I know what the deal was,” the Dog’s lip curled in a snarl. “I’m not fuckin brain dead.”


“Let’s get started,” said Blaine. “I’ve got teenage murderers to catch.”


For the next hour, Dougie answered dozens of questions about border crossings. How the club got the drugs and guns across. Which crossing points were vulnerable and why. Which customs officials were on the cartel’s payroll, and on and on. After the border questions, Blaine moved on to questions directly related to the cartels. Top people in each of the cartels that the B team dealt with, contact numbers if he had them—he didn’t—they had taken his phone when they took his weapons.


Blaine finished and turned off the recorder. He stood up and shook Dougie’s hand. “Thank you for cooperating, sir, that was good information.”


Dougie let out the breath he was holding. “I’m glad it’s over.”


 


AFTER Governor Campbell left with Gene Wyman, Blaine sat at the island in Annie’s kitchen and called Hammer’s cell. “Did you find her yet?”


“Hell, no, boss. But I’m looking hard. Checking all the decent hotels. I’m working from a list. Any idea of her favorites or anything?”


“Shit no, I’m sorry. I should know, but I don’t.”


“I’ll keep looking,” said Hammer. “Later.”


Blaine tried Misty’s cell again and she didn’t answer. He was cursing silently at himself when an unknown number came on his screen.


“I have your card, Ranger Blackmore from yesterday. This is Elizabeth Betteridge.” Her voice was high-pitched like she might be on verge of hysteria.


“How can I help you, ma’am?”


“My son, Elliott, called. He doesn’t know where he is, but he’s been shot and a man he called his boss won’t take him to the hospital. He stole a phone to call me and he can’t get away from wherever he is.” Mrs. Betteridge stifled a sob. “Other kids are shot too.”


“Call him back and try to get more information. We have to find them.”


Now, he’s calling his mother. She’s a last resort.


“He said they were moving soon,” said Mrs. Betteridge, “How will we ever find him?”


“We’re searching, Mrs. Betteridge. We have dogs on them now. I’ll call you.”


Blaine pressed end and ran out to his truck.


 


Field near Cookie’s Convenience. Elgin.


FARRELL AND TRAVIS let Red and Bluebelle out of Farrell’s Silverado at the edge of the field where Kyle Teckford’s truck had gone into the ditch. It had been towed to the impound yard, but the spot where it had been stuck was clearly visible—a mass of ruts, mud and matted grass.


“How do you want to do this?” asked Travis.


“Let’s just let them relax and sniff around where the kids bailed out of the truck and hope they pick up a scent,” said Farrell.


“Got evidence bags on you in case we find something?” asked Travis.


Farrell nodded. He stood at the edge of the ditch while Red poked his nose into the long grass. February, so most of the grass was brown and dry.


Bluebelle followed behind Red, then alerted and went her own way across the field. Travis jogged along behind trying not to slow her down. About a hundred feet into the field, Bluebelle stopped and laid down. Travis dropped to his knees and searched through the grass and weeds all around the dog.


“Find something?” asked Farrell. He told Red to sit, then he helped Travis look through the grass.


“Got it,” said Travis. “Burner.”


Farrell grinned. “Maybe it’s got DNA on the outside and some dynamite numbers on the inside.”


“We haven’t been that lucky so far.”


 


Abandoned Trailer Park. East of Austin.


BART WATCHED the kids getting ready to move. They had their belongings in plastic bags and cardboard boxes, not much of anything. They were travelling light. A beige colored van, with a young kid at the wheel, appeared out of nowhere to pick them up.


“He had a kid steal a van,” Bart mumbled to himself. He wrote down the tag number, pulled out his phone and texted the number to the black-haired Ranger.


Bart put his truck in gear and got ready to follow the van to the new location.


 


BLAINE HEARD his phone signal a text and he glanced at the screen. He always laid it face up on the passenger seat, so he could see who was calling or texting while he was driving. Farrell did it and Blaine had picked up the habit. He needed a Bluetooth. He’d get one today.


Numbers—all he could see on the screen were numbers. He pulled over to the side of the road and picked up his cell. “It’s a tag. Somebody’s trying to help me.”


He pressed the Agency number. “Lil, I just got a tip and it’s a tag number. Run it for me and call me right back.” He spewed the number.


“Doing it, boss.”


She called. “Stolen van. Tan in color.”


“Issue a BOLO on it with a warning. If it’s Basil or fucking Kyle, do not approach.”


“Got it, boss.”


Who sent the text? Whoever it is, is watching Bernard. Shit. Blaine did a star sixty-nine on the number and let it ring.


“Hello?”


“Who’s that?” The voice was gravelly. Sounded like Herman Fogarty’s helper. “Is that you, Bart?”


“Can’t say.”


“If you’re watching them, Bart. Tell me where you are and let me help you.”


“They’re on the move. Gotta go.”


“Fuck that,” hollered Blaine.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat down in the office with Dougie after the company left and took a bite out of a pecan tart. “All done. Want a coffee now?”


Dougie nodded. “I could use one after all that fuckin talking that I did. Can’t remember when I ever had so much to say. My throat’s dry as a parched frog.”


“Want a tart? I made them.”


Dougie smiled. “Sure, let me try one.”


“Guess I owe you fifty,” said Annie, “Didn’t see the Cat putting any moves on you.”


Dougie grinned. “Nope. I owe you. After you went to say goodbye to the cowboy and his baby, she hovered over me for a minute and said she was glad I was changing sides. Then she winked at me. I almost laughed out loud when she did it. Fuck, it was funny.”


“I’m glad something about today was funny for you.”


“Another thing was funny,” said the Dog.


“What?”


“I challenged your ex on the ‘wife’ thing and he didn’t like it one bit.” Dougie grinned. “Thought for a second he was gonna haul off and waste me. Told me he still thought of you as his wife because he hoped you’d get back together.”


“How often have I heard that song?”


“What I want to know is this? Is that what’s on your mind too—getting back with the cowboy? If it is, I’m out of here.”


“Nope, there’s only one thing on my mind, and we can talk about it in detail as soon as you move into my room.”


 


Downtown Austin.


BLAINE called Farrell’s cell. “Where are you?”


“Took a burner phone to the lab that Trav and I found in the field near the convenience store with the dogs. Bluebelle found it.”


“Fantastic. Hope they get something from it.”


“Me too,” said Farrell. “Now I’m at the forensic’s garage seeing what they pulled off the truck in the ditch.”


“One of the mom’s called. Her kid stole a phone. He’s shot and bleeding and Teckford won’t let him get help. Her boy said other kids are shot too.”


“We can patrol the properties again,” said Farrell. “the woods are thick. Don’t mean we’re gonna find them.”


“Send the map to my phone and I’ll help y’all.”


“I’ll separate from Travis and send him searching with Fletch.”


“Do it now and keep your eye out for a stolen tan van.” He gave his brother the tag.


“They get a new ride?”


“Uh huh.”


“How do you know that?”


“Bart saw it. He’s out there somewhere helping us.”


“Oh, Jesus,” said Farrell. “That’s what we need. A dead Bart.”


“Fuck that,” said Blaine.


 


Forensics Garage. Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL sent the map to Blaine’s cell, then explained the situation to Travis and Fletcher. “You two go together, I’ll fly solo, and Blacky is out there too. See anything at any of the properties and we all converge. Be on the lookout for kids on foot. Some might be wounded. The one that called his mother is full of buckshot and he’s on the run trying to get loose from the boss.”


“Got it,” said Travis. “We’re gone.”


“That Basil guy won’t let them run off willingly, will he?” asked Fletch as he jumped in the shotgun seat.


“Don’t think so,” said Travis, “He’ll kill them first to teach loyalty to the others.”


“Hard lesson,” said Fletcher.


 


BLAINE HEADED EAST towards Elgin, his cell on the passenger seat. It signaled a text. “Dead kid in the ditch on county road fourteen, near the quarter line.”


Blaine pounded the steering wheel. “Fuck that.”


He grabbed the phone and relayed the message to Farrell and Travis.


Travis called right back. “Want us there, boss?”


“We better search the whole area in case he ran with more kids.”


“Teckford might have dumped him already dead,” said Travis.


“That too.”


 


County Road Fourteen. Near Elgin.


THEY CONVERGED on the dead kid, half hidden by the long brown grass in the ditch. Blaine called it in.


Blaine looked around at the open fields fenced for cattle or horses. Ranchland, no houses in sight. “Is this near one of the properties?” he asked Farrell.


“Yep, there’s one not a quarter mile from here.”


“Go start a thorough search of that property and I’ll wait for the ME.”


While Blaine waited, he called Bart’s number. “I have a dead kid lying in the ditch beside me, Bart. Tell me where the gang is and tell me now.”


“I want to tell you, Ranger, honest I do, but I’ve temporarily lost them. I’ll get back to you.”


 


BART ENDED the call to the ranger and turned where he’d seen the van turn off the road a minute before. He didn’t recognize the property. Looked like a farm. It didn’t belong to Mrs. Balstadt.


 


County Road Fourteen. Near Elgin.


DAYLIGHT had dwindled into twilight and the air had cooled considerably by the time the Medical Examiner and the crime scene unit arrived on the sideline where Blaine stood watch over the dead boy.


Doctor Mort Simon knelt down and examined the body while his assistant, Ted, held the light. Mort shook his head. “This was a preventable death, Blacky. Jesus, you’ve got to catch the asshole recruiting these kids.”


“Any ID on the boy?”


“Nothing.”


“He might be the Betteridge boy,” said Blaine, “but I’d hate to go to his mother until I’m sure.”


Mort glanced at his watch. “I should have him in a drawer by ten if she wants to view the body. Or you could wait until morning.”


“It won’t be easier in the morning, but I’ll wait.”


 


The Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


MISTY returned to her hotel after a busy day of visiting friends and acquaintances around the city that she missed so terribly. Why had she let Brad talk her into moving to Texas and marrying him. It was the worst move she ever made. Why hadn’t the cards told her not to do it? Was that the only time the Tarot hadn’t shown her the right path?


She constantly asked herself that question. Why, when she had so much insight and intuition, would she make a life-altering blunder like that. She had to be sure Blaine was the right choice. Always too busy, he had little time for her or anything but his work, but she loved him with all her heart in spite of his obsession with violent crime.


She crossed the lobby to the stairs and felt the presence of someone behind her. She turned her head. No one was there.






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Friday the Thirteenth.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE WOKE lost in the king-size bed in Annie’s huge master suite. The room was so long he could barely see the fireplace at the other end in the lounge area. He smiled thinking about the woman he loved—the first and only woman he’d ever loved—and it was a warm feeling. He could start a new life with Annie. He was sure of it now. He’d love her and protect her and be the best bodyguard she’d ever had.


Declan tapped twice on the door and entered the suite to get Dougie out of bed and to the bathroom.


“Appreciate you, Dec,” said Dougie, “but I’ll be fuckin glad when I don’t have to depend on anybody but myself.”


“Hey, I get paid every week. Let me do something to earn my keep.”


“Does it get boring when you don’t have a patient?” asked the Dog.


Dec shrugged as he put the crutches in place and headed the Dog in the right direction. “I love the ranch, and my job, and I’d never leave the boss. She’s been too good to me.”


“Why would the big cowboy, Jesse, divorce her and leave? I don’t get it.”


“Race—it was all about Race. Once Race was in the mix, and so tight he was with wee Jacks, the marriage went to hell in a hand basket.”


Race always got what he wanted. He took it.


“I never knew Race had a cat,” said Dougie.


 


Morgue at Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE arranged to meet Mrs. Betteridge at the morgue at nine. She wanted to get the job done before she went to work, but Blaine figured if the kid did belong to her she wouldn’t be going to work anyway. Sometimes people made so little sense, he couldn’t figure what they were using for a fuckin brain.


He parked his truck out front and he and Farrell went inside, Farrell carrying the cardboard coffee tray. “I’ll hunker down and drink caffeine with the Chief until y’all are done downstairs. Come get me.”


“Yep, shouldn’t be too long.”


Mrs. Betteridge, a small woman close to forty with short brown hair and dark-rimmed glasses, was seated in the waiting area to the right of the lobby. She jumped to her feet when she saw Blaine. Her glasses were Coke-bottle thick and her right eye twitched every few seconds. Blaine tried his best not to stare.


“Ranger Blackmore why wasn’t I called the second you found my son?”


“The victim has no identification, Mrs. Betteridge. We can’t guess who he belongs to. That’s not how things work.”


“I’m sorry. I’m upset by all the waiting and not knowing where he was the last couple of days.”


Blaine snapped at her without meaning to. “You must have been missing him a lot longer than that, Mrs. Betteridge. He’s been skipping school and hanging out with the East End gang for a while.”


She hung her head and said nothing more.


Farrell slipped into the Chief’s office and Blaine continued along the corridor and down the stairs with Mrs. Betteridge. On the lower level of the building, the morgue was at the end of a chilly hallway. The end opposite the holding cells.


Blaine opened the door and ushered her in. Mort Simon wasn’t on duty, so Doctor Wells greeted them and led them to the storage area to view the young John Doe.


“Ready, Mrs. Betteridge?”


The woman inhaled a big breath. “I guess I’m ready.”


Doctor Wells pulled open the drawer and displayed the teenage body, pale and slightly grayish in color or lack of it.


Elizabeth Betteridge screamed, “No, Elliott, no. You can’t be dead.” She fell to her knees and sobbed.


 


FARRELL drank coffee and chatted with the Chief while he waited for Blacky to do the deed. He filled the Chief in on Bart texting the tag number of the van, and then giving Blacky a heads-up on the dead kid.


“If he’s serious about helping, why doesn’t he give up the location and let us bring them all in?”


“Last Blacky heard, Bart said he lost sight of them.”


“In a way, I hope that isn’t true,” said the Chief.


The door opened, and Blaine appeared, looking stressed. Identifications and notifications were hard on everybody. “It’s him. His name is Elliott Betteridge. I sent the mother home.”


“I think we should have another meeting with the remaining parents, and I’m using the term parents loosely,” said the Chief. “We need to tune them up and put more pressure on them. How could they know nothing about where their own children are?”


“Out of the five on the list, we’ll tell them one is in custody charged with murder and one is dead,” said Farrell. “Maybe that will show them the direction this mess is heading.”


“Make a point and make them face facts,” said the Chief, “Parenting is about responsibility, and this lot has fallen short of the mark—way short.”


“Wouldn’t hurt to call them in again,” said Blacky. “Another kid might have a stolen phone from the convenience store and could have used it already. Without the parents cooperating with us, we’d never know if their kid told them where the gang was.”


“What about Mary?” asked Farrell. “She should be writing a blow by blow—like one of those serial things. That would make the citizens aware and put them on the lookout.”


“Have her meet us at the house in an hour. I want to talk to Mrs. Costello, the convenience store lady, at Saint Michael’s first.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


MRS. COSTELLO lay flat on her back with her eyes closed, a white blanket pulled up to her chin. Mr. Costello sat in a chair next to the bed gazing at his wife’s pale face.


“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” said Blaine. “I was wondering if your wife was well enough to give me a statement and possibly a description of the boys that attacked her?”


“I think she is. She was awake for awhile and she managed to eat a little from her breakfast tray.”


Mrs. Costello opened her eyes. She smiled at her husband, then looked past him at Blaine.


Blaine took a step closer. “I’m Ranger Blackmore, Mrs. Costello. Would you be able to answer a few questions for me?”


She nodded. “I think so. Heaven knows, I’ve thought about nothing else. Going over and over it in my mind to see what I remembered, but it happened so fast.”


“The boy that stabbed you. What did he look like?”


“Sandy hair, a little long. Young. Very young. He looked like a high school boy. He had one of those black shirts on with a picture on the front.”


“A concert shirt?”


“Could have been. I’m sorry. Some of it’s a blur, and I think during parts of it I had my eyes shut.”


“Did you notice the knife?” asked Blaine.


Mrs. Costello paused to think about it. “The knife was close to me and I did see it.” She closed her eyes while she tried to remember. “I didn’t see all of the handle because his hand covered most of it, but the blade seemed curved a bit.”


Survival knife? Seal knife? Tanto?


“Did your lab get anything from the cameras?” asked Mr. Costello.


“They’re still working on it,” said Blaine, “but I’m hopeful they’ll get something.”


“I hope you catch them before they hurt somebody else,” said Mrs. Costello.


Blaine nodded. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Costello. I’ll be in touch.”


Mr. Costello walked Blaine into the corridor. “You catch those little bastards, Ranger. I’m counting on you.”


 


New Orleans.


MISTY STROLLED down the street in the New Orleans’ sunshine feeling better than she’d felt in months. She walked to Jackson Square and made the rounds talking to all the people she knew and to some she didn’t.


She stopped in front of Princess Zara’s tent and went inside. Misty had studied under the Princess and continue with mentoring even after she move to Texas.


The voluptuous black woman with bright green eyes and glittering silver eye shadow glanced up from her cards and her face split into a brilliant smile. “Mystere, my darling one. Come give me a hug.”


Misty hugged Zara then took the chair in front of her table. “I’ve come to ask about the man I’m seeing.”


Zara smiled. “Is he special?”


Misty nodded her head and her blonde curls bounced around her shoulders. “Very.”


Zara pulled out her cards and began. “Let’s see.”


After Misty shuffled, Zara laid out the spread and studied the placement of the cards. “Oh, he’s young and unsettled. Full of violence and anger from unresolved issues in his past.”


Misty stared with her eyes wide.


“There are other issues too. I see them, but the words cannot leave my lips.”


“What other issues? Like another woman?”


Zara shrugged her huge shoulders. “Not a lover, but another fills his heart.”


Misty nodded. “He’s close to his adopted mother.”


Zara moved the cards around and shook her head. “This issue will never be resolved. You must wait.”


Tears burned behind Misty’s eyes and a couple of wayward drops rolled down her cheeks. “That makes me sad.”


“I’m so sorry, but if you wait, you might avoid heartache in the future.”


“Thank you.” Misty stumbled out of the tent and into the brilliant sunlight of the square. She couldn’t contain the tears all the way back to her hotel. Twice she stopped, sensing someone was following her. A third time, she spun around quickly and caught of glimpse of Hammer.


Blaine sent him to protect me.


After a couple of deep breaths and constant dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, she reached the hotel. She stood out of the way in the elegant lobby and waited for Hammer to come in looking for her. When he passed close to her, she stepped out and confronted him. “Did Blaine send you?”


Hammer grinned. “Hey, you weren’t supposed to make me, Miss Misty.”


“I want you to stop following me and go back home.”


“Let’s go for a drink,” said Hammer and pointed across the street at the bar he was obviously familiar with.


“No, thank you.”


“How about later? New Orleans is a party town. We could have a good time together.”


“No.” Misty left him standing in the lobby and went up to her room.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE RETURED home after his visit to Mrs. Costello at the hospital. He paused in the foyer to pet the dogs, then stuck his head in the kitchen door, where Farrell sat slouched over his coffee mug in deep conversation with his ex, Mary Polito.


Blaine held up a finger, “I’ll be with you in one minute, Mary, I have to tell Lil something.”


Blaine shot down the hall to Lil’s office and opened the door. “See if any stores have been robbed of knives, guns, any kind of weapons, recently. These kids have no money, but they all have knives and guns. Teckford must be supplying the weapons.”


“Good thought, boss. Anything else?”


“Did Hammer call from New Orleans?”


“He’d call you and not me, but no.” Lil made a face.


“What? You don’t like him?”


“Not saying it out loud.”


Blaine smiled. “Almost forgot. Phone the Chief. He wants the parents in the boardroom again. Set Jesse up to be the interviewer. I’ll be at Herman Fogarty’s funeral.”


“Got it.” Lily scribbled on her yellow pad.


Blaine poured himself a coffee and sat down across from Mary. Farrell’s ex was a small dark-haired girl a few years older than Farrell, but she loved him madly and wanted him to settle down. Farrell wasn’t ready. That was one of the reasons they broke up.


Mary grabbed her pen ready to take notes and focused on Blaine.


“Let’s start with an in-depth look at the senseless murder of Herman Fogarty.”


Mary scribbled a heading and smiled. “I like it already. His memorial service is today, and it would be fitting.”


 


The Methodist Church. East Austin.


THE CHURCH was packed to the rafters with family, friends and business associates for Herman Fogarty’s funeral. The man had been in business in the city for almost fifty years and there were few that didn’t know him or know of him. The big blue barn was a weekend destination and hordes of bargain hunters made the trip from all parts of Texas.


Media people surrounded the church, crowding in close, hovering outside on the grass with their mics ready and their cameras rolling. They waved and shouted at Blaine as he approached, and he cautioned them to be respectful. “Mary has a release for y’all, and I will speak to y’all when I come out.”


He and Farrell stood at the back of the church. All the pews were full and there was standing room only.


“Look for Bart,” whispered Blaine. “He’ll be here for sure and we need to talk to him.”


Towards the end of the service, Michael Fogarty stood at the lectern and gave a moving eulogy for his father. They hadn’t seen each other a lot in the past couple of years, but they talked on the phone almost daily and Herman always had a joke of the day for his son. When Michael finished, there was a final hymn followed by a long prayer and then the minister invited everyone to the church hall for refreshments.


Blaine and Farrell followed the crowd to the building behind the church, hoping to see Bart among the multitudes, and at first, they did not. At least they didn’t recognize him in a well-tailored dark suit and a designer tie. He and Michael Fogarty were conversing near the coffee station.


Two people Blaine wanted to see in one spot. Too good to be true. He charged over to them with Farrell on his heels. “So sorry for your loss, Mr. Fogarty. I’m Blaine Blackmore, and this is Deputy Donovan.”


They shook hands. Bart looked on in silence. A few more words to Michael Fogarty and he had to move on to speak to other people he recognized.


“Bart, we need to talk.” Blaine pointed to the hallway, not knowing where it led.


“Figured you’d be looking for me, but I had to come. Herman was my best friend.”


“Of course, you had to come,” said Blaine. He opened a door looking for a place to have a private conversation and found a room filled with tables, chairs and art supplies. “We can talk in here.”


Farrell followed and closed the door behind him.


“Where is Teckford now?”


“He’s on a property that ain’t one of Mrs. Balstadt’s, and it ain’t a trailer park even. One old farmhouse and a barn. He’s moving the kids farther out of the city, the bigger the gang gets.”


“How many boys has he got now?” asked Farrell.


“I counted close to forty,” said Bart, “but they weren’t standing still, so I could’ve been off by a few.”


“Would you show me where he’s at?” asked Blaine.


“How many men are you taking?”


“I’ll take enough. You’re worrying he’ll get away?”


“Something like that.”


 


Boardroom at Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE and Chief Calhoun greeted the distraught and angry parents in the boardroom on the second floor at headquarters.


“Why in hell did we have to come here again?” asked Mr. Frolick. He jerked his yellow hard hat off and held it in his hand. His wife, pale and blonde sat down and folded her hands in front of her.


Is Frolick abusing his wife?


Always on the alert for spousal abuse, Jesse had no tolerance in that area. None.


Chief Calhoun sat down at the opposite end of the table and let Jesse take over. “We’ve asked y’all here again because there have been developments y’all should be aware of. Dangerous developments, and because y’all have boys in the gang…”


“My boy isn’t in any gang,” hollered Mr. Doucette. “This is bullshit.”


Jesse turned and stared directly at Doucette. “Where is your son right now, sir?”


“In school where he’s supposed to be.”


“I don’t believe that’s true,” said Jesse. “I don’t think you know where your son is, and I don’t think you’ve known for more than a week now.” Doucette made a motion to stand up and Jesse waved him back into his seat.


“And as I was saying, overnight we’ve had a casualty. Y’all will notice that Mrs. Betteridge is not present. Although, she was here at headquarters at nine o’clock this morning to identify her son’s body in the morgue.”


“What?” Mr. English hopped up and paced behind his chair. “Are you trying to scare us, Ranger Quantrall.”


“Yes, sir, that’s exactly what I’m trying to do. I’m trying my best to scare you so bad y’all are gonna get off your asses and do something about your missing children.”


“Butch isn’t missing,” said Mr. Doucette. “He’ll show up and tell me he’s been at his friend’s house playing video games for three days straight.”


“Have you checked with all his friends to see if he’s there?” asked Jesse.


“No need. He’ll come home when he’s ready.”


“What if he can’t come home, Mr. Doucette?”


“What do you mean… can’t?”


“What if he’s in a gang with a psycho leader and that leader—or boss—as the boys call him, has your boy hooked on meth or cocaine or heroin and is holding the boys prisoner and making them do his bidding, along with three dozen others?”


“That’s too far-fetched for me to believe,” said Doucette. “My son would never do drugs.” He stood up. “I’ve got to get back to work.”


 


Farm. East of Austin.


AFTER the funeral service, Bart gave Blaine directions to the last place he’d seen the tan van. “I’ve got to go home and change, then do my chores and feed Biscuit,” said Bart. “I’ve lost the kids now and that’s the last thing I wanted to happen.”


Blaine took the scrap of paper with the map on it and thanked Bart. The big guy wasn’t telling all he knew, Blaine sensed that, but what else was there?


Not bothering to go home and change, he and Farrell drove straight from the church out of town, following the directions and arrived at a run down ranch house with a barn behind it. There was no van. There were no kids. But there was evidence—and lots of it. The East End gang had been here.


Pizza boxes, beer cans, soda cans, ammo boxes, and drug paraphernalia. Needles, lots of needles scattered all over the kitchen floor. The kids were on crack and heroin.


And one dead farmer sitting on his porch swing. A bullet hole in his forehead.


Blaine called it in.






 




CHAPTER SIX


Saturday, February 14th.


Valentine’s Day.


 


Bart’s Farm. East Austin.


BART finished his morning chores. Fed his two horses, tossed a couple of bales of alfalfa to the four steers that hadn’t been shipped, dipped his hand into a sack of corn and scattered a handful to the six Rhode Island Reds he’d raised from chicks. With that done, he trudged back into the house for a cup of coffee.


Biscuit followed him into the kitchen, sat down and held up a paw waiting for a treat. “You think you should get a treat just for watching me do the chores?” Bart stuck his hand in the jar that sat on the shelf by the door and tossed the big collie a biscuit.


He poured his coffee, took a can of Hoppes off the shelf and sat down at the wooden table to clean his gun. “Wonder where those kids are this morning, doggie? Is today the day we’re gonna track ‘em down and kill ‘em all?”


Biscuit looked up from his treat and wagged his tail.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“VALENTINE’S DAY,” said Farrell, and we don’t have dates or even hot prospects, bro.”


“Wish to hell and back I knew where Misty was,” said Blaine. He clanked across the kitchen tiles to refill his coffee mug. “That fuckin Hammer is as good as fired.”


Farrell chuckled. “What’s he gonna do when he does find her? She might refuse to come back. Misty has a mind of her own, or haven’t you noticed?”


“Yeah, I noticed all right. Every time I piss her off, she demonstrates how well she can manage without me.”


Farrell laughed. Blaine was his greatest source of amusement—after Neil. He missed his little brother away at school up in Dallas. “Wonder how Jesse made out with the parents yesterday?”


Blaine shrugged. “I’ll call him in an hour. He isn’t in from the barn until after eight.” Blaine scrolled to Misty’s number and sent her a text for Valentine’s Day.


“Happy Valentine’s Day, sweetheart. Wish you were here with me and I could take you out for a special dinner.”


He was staring at his phone wondering if Misty would text him back when it rang. He didn’t recognize the number. “Blackmore Agency.”


“Ranger Blackmore, this is Willa Frolick. I’m Jonathan’s mother—one of the missing boys.”


“What can I do for you, Mrs. Frolick?” Blaine reached for the ever-present yellow pad and grabbed a pen.


“I didn’t mention this in the meeting yesterday, the one we had with Ranger Quantrall, but Johnathan is diabetic, and he’s been without his insulin for too long. If it’s true that he’s in a gang, how will I get his insulin to him?”


Now, she’s worried?


“We’re searching for the boys, ma’am, but if you hear from your son before we find them, please contact me right away.”


“My husband is angry, Ranger Blackmore. He doesn’t like it when Johnathan causes problems.”


“As soon as I have any information, I’ll call you.” Blaine inhaled a breath to keep from exploding. “You could call clinics and hospitals to see if your son has come in asking for insulin.”


“That’s a good idea. Thank you, I’ll do that now.”


“Let me know,” said Blaine. He pressed end and let go with a barrage of expletives in Spanish.


Carm glanced across the kitchen and smiled.


“Jesus in a handcart, Farrell. Her kid is diabetic—how many fuckin days has he been gone and today she’s worried about his fuckin insulin? Those parents should be strung up.”


“Hanging was banned a while ago,” said Farrell. He had edged closer to the oven and wrapped his arms around Carm while they watched the timer on the muffins. “We might as well search the ditches for another dead one.”


 


Fayette Memorial. La Grange.


IN THE HOSPITAL parking lot, Annie struggled getting the crippled Dog into her truck after his X-rays. Not managing on his own made him as testy as a wild boar and he grunted, snorted and growled just as loudly.


She giggled as she slammed his door, ran around to the driver’s side and slipped behind the wheel. “The X-rays are over, sugar pop. You can relax now.”


“How can I relax? I’m a useless fuckin prick depending on my woman to wait on me, feed me, dress me and do everything else I need done.”


Annie giggled again as she started the Ram. “The doctor said you’ll be walking on your leg in a couple of weeks.”


“Two more weeks? I’ll be insane by then. Watch close and you’ll see me lose my fuckin mind.”


“I’m watching you.” Annie winked at him, then turned her head to check for oncoming traffic as she pulled onto route seventy-one.


They hadn’t gone five miles when she noticed the two bikes in her rear view. “Get my rifle from the back, sugar. Can you reach it?”


“Why? What’s happening?”


“Do it quickly.”


Dougie turned, grunted and groaned as he stretched to reach the gun, then managed to clamp his big hand around the barrel. He pulled it up and over the console and held it, pointing the barrel down into the foot well.


The rumble grew louder as the bikers gained on them. “I hear them now.” Dougie turned his head and tried to get a look at the two riders. “Can you see their cuts?”


“Nope,” said Annie, lowing her window. “The rifle isn’t going to be any good. The fuckers are too close to the truck. I’ll have to use the Beretta.” She checked the mirror again and pulled her gun out of her waistband.


The first rider waited for an oncoming vehicle to pass, then made his move. He squeezed the gas, coasted alongside just a few feet behind and Annie watched in the side mirror as he pulled an auto-weapon from under his jacket.


“Steer, baby,” she said to Dougie as she let go of the wheel. She turned, aimed out the window and shot the first guy off his bike. The noise inside the truck cab was deafening and the Dog winced as he hung onto the wheel and tried to keep the truck out of the ditch.


The second biker swerved, nearly hitting his compadre as the first big Harley crashed to the asphalt. While the second guy was off balance, fighting to keep his ride upright, Annie fired twice and double tapped him.


“Done,” she said. She stuck her Beretta in the console, grabbed the wheel and flashed a big smile at Dougie. “Most fun I’ve had in a while.”


 


DOUGIE couldn’t believe the coolness and the skill the woman possessed. She was more than any man could hope for or want. His need for her burned through his gut like a drug. Did he love her? Could he trust her? Maybe not, but did he want her?


Oh, yeah.


 


Downtown New Orleans.


MISTY left her hotel for a morning of shopping for her home business. Usually she ordered what her customers needed online, but since she was here in New Orleans where a lot of her suppliers had shops, she though it would be fun to pick out the merchandise in person.


She hopped off the trolley car in the downtown area and as she walked along the sidewalk reading the signs and searching for the stores she wanted, she saw Hammer behind her.


Damn it. Blaine is trying to protect me, but I don’t need a bodyguard. Especially one I don’t like.


She ducked into the first shop she came to and it was a voodoo shop. At the front counter she spoke in a whisper to the woman sitting on a stool making dolls out of emerald green satin, “A man is following me, and I want to get rid of him.”


 The silver-haired woman smiled and slipped off her stool. She took a black candle from the shelf and lit it. She passed her hands over it several times then said words that were familiar to Misty—a banishing spell.


“Thank you,” said Misty. She bought several things from the shop, then ventured outside. She looked right and then left and there was Hammer, hurling up his breakfast in a trash bin. She scampered in the opposite direction and lost him for the rest of the day.  


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE was parked in his designated spot at DPS when Annie called and told him about the B team trying for the Dog. “Already? How could they possibly know he’s in Texas, for crissake?”


“Don’t know, sugar pop. This is the first time he’s been out of the compound. We had to get new X-rays on his leg.”


“I’ll call Rafe Cumberland and have him take care of it. He’ll need to talk to you, but if he needs more than a simple statement, send him to me.”


“Okay, baby. I love you.”


“What happened?” asked Farrell when Blaine finished talking to Annie.


“Two bikers tried for the Dog on the way home from the hospital.”


“Already?” Farrell made a face. “Fuckin impossible they knew where the hell he was holed up.”


“That’s what I said.”


“Think its more for show and the truth is, the Dog has been talking to his men?”


“How in the hell would they know he was in Texas and where in Texas unless he told them himself?” asked Blaine. “Doesn’t make any sense.”


“If he’s talking to his men somehow, Annie’s getting snowed and she’s in danger.”


“I asked her flat out and she said she didn’t trust him,” said Blaine. “She’s being careful.”


“How careful?”


 


FARRELL set the coffee tray on the Chief’s desk, plopped down in one of the guest chairs, took his hat off and waited. Number one was on the phone. Calhoun hung up and nodded. “DPS has the stolen tan van. Two kids were driving it.”


Blaine stepped into the Chief’s office behind Farrell and heard the Chief. “Where?”


“One eighty-three and two-ninety.”


“Are they bringing the kids in?” asked Blaine.


Calhoun nodded. “Yep, and they called for a tow from impound.”


“Fantastic,” said Blaine. “I’ll call the three remaining sets of parents to ID the kids that are coming in.”


Farrell picked up his coffee and plunked his hat on his head. “I’ll go down and see what Sue has on the poor old farmer.”


“Watch yourself, son,” said the Chief. “Things might be heating up in the lab.”


Farrell turned and winked. “Thanks for your concern, Chief. I’ll be extra careful.”


 


County Road. East of Austin.


BART WATCHED from a distance as highway patrol stopped the van he was following. It had taken him all morning driving around and around on the county roads to find the damn thing and now, the cops got to it first. If the cops towed it in, the van wouldn’t lead him to the new hideout.


“Damn it, Biscuit. Now the little fuckers will have to steal a new ride.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE STOPPED at the gate to Coulter-Ross and hollered out the window to Jose, “Tell Mag I want to see him right away, and make sure your rifle is loaded, sugar. There might be trouble.”


“Okay, boss. I’ll give Mag the message.”


“How many people work here?” asked Dougie as he struggled out of the truck.


“Few dozen,” said Annie. “I lost count.” She opened the door for the lame Dog, then stood on the porch, called Blaine and gave him the scoop.


Dougie had plopped down at the harvest table, breathing hard from his trip between the truck and the house. “Fuck, I feel useless.”


“Let’s have a coffee,” said Annie. “I’ll make a fresh pot for Rafe. He’ll be along in a few minutes.”


“Who’s that?”


“County Sheriff. Blaine’s sending him to do the clean-up.”


Declan strolled into the kitchen wearing his perpetual smile and looking for his patient. “How did the X-rays go, lad?”


“Didn’t hurt. Getting there and getting back, almost fuckin killed me.” The Dog grinned at the Irishman.


Annie smiled. At least the Dog liked Declan. One hurdle.


Sheriff Rafe Cumberland showed up five minutes later and Annie put out a plate of her pecan tarts.


The big Sheriff ducked as he came through the kitchen door with his hat in his hand. His hair had turned a bit grayer since the last time Annie had seen him.


“Morning, Miss Annie.” He grinned at her. “I believe I passed your handiwork splattered on the highway, on the way here.”


“You did, Rafe.” She turned and said, “This is Dougie the Dog Robertson, formerly of the B team. Did my son explain about the Dog’s position?”


“He did, and there’s no problem. Self-defense. He’s wounded, and you were obviously keeping him and yourself alive against considerable odds.”


Annie pointed to the plate of tarts. “Have a tart, sugar. I’ll get you a coffee.”


“This the gun?” The Sheriff pointed to the Beretta Annie had placed on the granite counter.


“That’s it.”


“As soon as we record your version, and Mr. Robertson’s view of what went down, I’m gonna enjoy a couple of those tarts.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE put Charity down for her morning nap and settled in his office to go over reports that had been streaming in from headquarters on the Kyle Teckford/Basil Bernard case. He couldn’t get his head around the parents not knowing where their teenage kids were and worse than that, not bothering to find out.


Daddy was tough on us boys, but it made a difference.


He nodded his head and said out loud, “Annie was right. One of her biggest motivations for building the safe-house was apathy. Apathy damn well is a killer.”


He booted up his desktop computer and called up the e-mails. Halfway through the first one his cell rang. “Chief?”


“Got a hit on the stolen van. Two kids driving. DPS is bringing the kids in and Blacky called the parents. He wants to see if these two belong to any of them.”


“What’s the time frame?”


“They should be here by the time you drive from Giddings. The van was stopped out your way, east of the city.”


“Put them in two separate rooms,” said Jesse. “It won’t hurt them a bit to sweat it out alone for a few minutes. Let them think about the deep shit they’re in.”


“None of the kids are as tough when separated from the gang,” said the Chief. “Jeeze, a few of them are barely out of elementary school.”


“Anything turn up on the farmer?” asked Jesse.


“Nope, nothing. Farrell talked to Sue and the old guy lived on that property all his life. I think it was a second or a third generation family farm. No connection to any scum like Teckford.”


“So sad,” said Jesse. He turned off his computer and went in search of Molly to watch the baby.


 


County Road. East of Austin.


AFTER the van was towed away, Bart made a methodical search of the area where the kids had been heading. One of Mrs. Balstadt’s parks was down the next sideroad. The cops had already searched the trailers in that park twice and they hadn’t found the kids. Be a good spot for them to go back to.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


HIGHWAY PATROL brought the two boys into DPS and handed them off to Blaine.


“Good catch on the van,” said Blaine. “Bet these fellows don’t even have a DL.”


“No ID of any kind,” said one Ranger, “far as I could tell.”


“Any drugs on them?” asked Farrell.


“Didn’t find any, but they could be in the van,” said the Ranger. “Might have hid their stash when they saw us coming.”


Farrell nodded. “The Forensics’ boys in the garage will tear that baby apart.”


Blaine secured one boy in interrogation room two while Farrell cuffed the other punk to the table in room three.


Mr. Frolick, red in the face, came through the front door, crossed the waiting area and hollered, “I can’t believe I’m here again. What kind of stunt are y’all pulling this time?”


Blaine approached him and tried to keep from clocking the guy in the face. “I’d like you to look through the one way glass and tell me if either of the boys we just brought in is your son.”


Frolick calmed down slightly. “Okay, let me see.” Frolick stared through the glass and shook his head. “Nope, that’s not Johnathan.”


“Take a look in room three,” said Blaine and pointed at the glass.


“Nope, not him.”


“Okay, thanks, Mr. Frolick. I’ll be in touch.”


“This is taking a lot of time away from work, said Frolick. My foreman is not a happy man.”


“Are you going to be a happy man when your son is found dead, Mr. Frolick?”


Frolick gave Blaine the finger and bolted for the exit.


 


JESSE STARTED with the boy in room three. “Afternoon, son. My name’s Jesse. Want to tell me your name?”


The kid was maybe sixteen, with sandy hair and the start of a bit of blond scruff on his face. Thin and pale. Looked half-starved. Could be a user.


“Ain’t talking to cops.”


“I’ve heard that a lot lately. That one of your club rules?”


“Damn right it is. At the top of the list. A good one too.”


Jesse turned on the recorder and took a sip from his can of Coke. The kid eyed the can.


“You thirsty, kiddo? I can get you a drink.”


“I could use a drink,” he said. “Dr. Pepper.”


“Be right back.” Jesse stepped outside the door into the corridor and Farrell had been watching through the glass.


“I’ll go get it, boss.”


Jesse went back inside and sat down. “One of my boys is getting your drink.”


The kid stared at his hands in the cuffs.


“Could you tell me your name?” Jesse asked again. “It would make it easier for us to talk.”


“I’m an East Ender,” said the kid puffing out his chest a little, “that’s all you need to know.”


“Where were you and your buddy going with the van?”


“We were… never mind. None of your goddam business where we were going.”


Jesse shrugged. “Just wondered if the boss sent you on an errand and when you don’t come back, what’s he gonna think?” Jesse chuckled. “Man, he might be getting madder n’hell at you guys.”


The kid’s face showed a flicker of fear. Yep. The boy was afraid of Kyle Teckford.


Farrell came in with the can of Dr. Pepper and set it down in front of the kid. “Thanks, Deputy Donovan,” said Jesse, using Farrell’s title.


“No problem.” Farrell left the room and closed the door.


While the kid reached for the can, slid it across in front of him and bent forward to reach the straw, Jesse dove in. “Tell me about robbing the convenience store, kiddo. Was it you who stabbed Mrs. Costello?”


“Sure, as hell wasn’t me, Mr. Cop. I don’t go around stabbing old ladies.”


He was there.


“Good to know. Tell me about your parents. Do you think your mom and dad are wondering where you are?”


“Mom only. My old man ran off a long time ago. Useless prick—that’s what my ma calls him. She works all the time to pay our rent. She’s too busy to notice I’m not home.”


“Where do you call home?”


The kid smiled. “Think I’d tell you that?”


Jesse shrugged. “I thought you might.”


The kid leaned down and took another slurp of soda through the straw. “I’m done talking for now. I need to sack out.”


Jesse opened the door and called Blaine in. “Print him. I think he’ll match to prints at the convenience store robbery. Charge him with assault with a deadly. Robbery. Driving a stolen vehicle. Driving without a license.” Jesse grinned, “And don’t forget to read him his rights.”


The kid wore a terrified look when he saw Blaine coming to get him. “I wasn’t there,” he hollered. “I didn’t stab her. It was Wayne. I swear it.”


“What’s Wayne’s last name?”


“Ask him. He’s in the next room.”


 


BLAINE had escorted the other two parents down the hall and both said neither boy belonged to them. Nothing had turned up on the search of the area where DPS found the stolen van. Blaine hoped Jesse could get something out of these two—anything they could use.


“Come on,” he said to the kid. “Let’s go get your picture taken.”


 


JESSE STRODE into the next interrogation room with a big smile on his face. “Hey, Wayne, how’s it going?”


The look on Wayne’s face was priceless. “How the fuck do you know my name?”


Jesse settled into the metal chair across the table from Wayne and chuckled. “I know a lot more than your name, kiddo. I just had a nice long talk to your buddy, and you wouldn’t believe the stuff he told me.”


Wayne jerked on the cuffs, cursed and hollered at the top of his lungs. “Kevin’s a liar. A fuckin two-faced liar. What the hell did he tell you?”


Jesse turned the recorder on and gave the date and case number. He opened the file folder in front of him and tapped it with his pen. “Let’s see what your buddy Kevin told me. Oh, yeah, got it right here. Kev told me all about robbing the convenience store.” Jesse smiled. “Gave me all the details.”


Wayne shook his straw-colored shaggy head. “He wouldn’t tell you shit. I know him. He’d make up a big lie.”


“Maybe you do know him,” said Jesse. “He told me you stabbed Mrs. Costello while the rest of them stole stuff off the shelves and scooped the burner phones.”


“Liar,” hollered Wayne. “Fucking goddam liar.”


“Can you prove Kevin was lying, Wayne? Tell me something solid and I’ll believe it wasn’t you.”


Kevin sat still for a minute thinking. He was jumpy, his dark eyes darting around the small room. A user. Maybe a new user, but a user all the same. “Yep, he did it, and I can prove it. If I tell you where he hid his knife will you believe it wasn’t me?”


“Sure will, Kevin.” Jesse flashed him a big grin. “I surely will.”


 


Forensics Garage at Headquarters.


AFTER KEVIN was printed and booked, Jesse and Blaine paid a visit to the forensic’s garage where the techs were hard at work stripping the van.


Dave, one of the tech’s looked up when they walked in. “Come to watch the fun?”


“One of the kids I was questioning a few minutes ago, said his buddy hid the knife that stabbed Mrs. Costello up under the dash, behind the radio,” said Jesse.


“You guys would find it anyway,” said Blaine, “we were just curious if the little punk was telling the truth.”


Dave grinned. “Haven’t taken the dash apart yet but let me stick my hand up in there.” He wore a pair of blue latex gloves. “Uh huh, I can feel the grip.” He gave a tug and pulled out the knife. “Chalk one up for the truth. Don’t happen too often.”


 


WHILE Blaine and Jesse were in the garage, Farrell manned up and did what he’d been meaning to do all day. “Hi, Mary, I should have called earlier, but I’m an asshole. We both know that.”


Mary giggled. “I don’t think you’re an asshole, Farrell, and I never will.”


Farrell sucked in a big breath and said the words. “I wanted to say, Happy Valentine’s Day. I love you, Mary, and I always will.”


“I love you too, Farrell. You’re everything to me. Stay safe.”


Farrell stared at his phone for a long while after Mary ended the call.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE AND FARRELL had just finished stuffing themselves with Carm’s enchiladas when Hammer called from Louisiana. “Jeeze, man, where the hell are you?” Blaine hollered into the phone.


“Found Misty in the Big Easy and been tailing her for a couple days. I watched her hotel and when she left, I followed her to a place farther south called Houma.”


“I know it. Been there,” said Blaine. “What’s she doing there?”


“Mostly shopping. Going into all these like woo woo stores where they sell crazy stuff. And she’s talking to people, boss. She’s like talking for hours to different women while I’m frying my ass off outside.”


“Stick with her and make sure she’s safe.”


“Umm… she made me already, boss,” Hammer said in the whiny voice that didn’t suit a former MP.


“And… did you tell her the truth? I sent you to protect her.”


“I didn’t need to tell her, she figured it out, said she didn’t need protection and told me to go home.”


Blaine smiled.


“Can’t say I’m high on my assignment, boss.”


“Are you getting paid?” asked Blaine.


“Yeah, I guess so, but I’d rather be doing something else.”


“Well you’re not doing something else so suck it up.” Blaine pressed end and swore he’d fire Hammer when he came back.


 


IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT. Farrell and Blaine were hanging in the kitchen where they did most of their hanging, tossing a few back and commiserating over a fucked-up Valentine’s Day when the call came in.


“Where are you, Rocky?” Blaine scribbled on his yellow pad that was always within reach. “Yep, I got it. Are the troops on their way? Yep. Good. We should be there in ten.”


“Where we gonna be ten minutes from now?”


“At a pharmacy two blocks off one eighty-three after it crosses seventy-one.”


“That’s vague,” said Farrell as he struggled into his harness. “I need a street address for the GPS.”


“I’ve got that too,” said Blaine. “Set the alarm. Carm’s in bed sleeping.”


 


Strip Mall. East Austin.


THE PARKING LOT of the strip mall where the small pharmacy was sandwiched between a nail salon and a tat shop was grid locked with vehicles. Blaine turned on the strobes to get past media vans blocking his way. “Jesus, Farrell, do something with this fuckin mess.”


“Yeah, boss, as soon as I step out of the truck, I’ll kill every one of the fuckers and have their vehicles towed.” Farrell sounded sleepy as well as testy.


“Let’s hope we get more from this one than we got at the convenience store,” said Blaine. He shut off the engine and hopped out.


Ranger Rocky greeted them at the door of the little drug store. Even from the doorway, Blaine could smell the blood. “Is there a corpse?”


“Night pharmacist is dead behind the counter at the rear of the store. I’ll show you. The ME is with him now. The good news is we got ourselves a witness.”


“We do?” Blaine brightened. “Fuckin fantastic. Where is he?”


“He’s a she and I put her in the office down the back hallway next to the storage room.”


Blaine gave Rocky a fist bump. “Something has to break on this gang.”


On the way to speak to the witness, Blaine and Farrell passed the prescription section. The dead pharmacist lay in a sea of glass in his white lab coat. Splotches of red had patterned the coat, but most of the blood had pooled under his head. He’d been shot in the forehead at close range and fallen close to the counter where he’d been standing.


All the locked glass cabinets were smashed—all the shelves bare—shards of glass everywhere. The safe containing the harder drugs was blown open and everything was gone. A bomb couldn’t have done any more damage to that area of the store.


Blaine opened the door marked ‘office’ and found the girl sitting behind the desk sobbing into a handful of tissues. “I’m Blaine Blackmore, Miss. Are you all right?”


The witness was young, mid-twenties. Long, curly brown hair and big brown eyes. She was wearing jeans and a navy blue hoodie. Her purse sat in front of her on the desk.


She shook her head. “No, I’ll never be all right ever again. I saw that man kill Mr. Campos, the pharmacist, and instead of doing something about it, I hid behind the cosmetic counter.”


“There was little you could have done about it, Miss, without putting yourself in extreme danger.” Blaine perched on the corner of the desk and turned the recorder on. “Could you give me your name before we start?”


“Sure, I’m Mae Jermaine.” She spelled it.


“Thank you, Miss Jermaine. Tell me what you saw just like you remember it. Were you already in the store when the gang came in?”


“Uh huh. I was looking at the makeup.” She pointed at the office wall. “That’s on the right side of the store. They came running in—like running and hollering—a big bunch of them—and went straight back to the prescription counter like they knew where they were going.”


“How many altogether?”


“The big leader guy, and the rest were kids. You know, like high school or junior high. Seven or eight of them. Not very old.”


  Blaine turned to Farrell who stood in the doorway. “See if there are cameras. If there are, we need the tapes.” He turned back to Mae, “Sorry, go ahead. What happened when they got to the pharmacy counter?”


“I heard two shots and turned to look and the tall bald guy—he was a man—like thirty something, not a kid—he was holding the gun and shouting out orders to the kids. They were smashing the cupboards, grabbing all the bottles and boxes and tossing everything into plastic garbage bags. I was shaking so bad, I couldn’t think what to do. They’d see me if I tried to run out the door, so I got down on my knees and hid behind the makeup counter until they left.”


Blaine nodded. “That was probably the best thing you could have done. Did you happen to notice what they were driving?”


Mae nodded her head. “I saw it when they arrived. Where I was standing, looking at the wall of makeup, it gave me a clear view of the parking spaces, but only if I turned my head to the right.”


“Did you turn your head to the right?” asked Blaine.


“I did, but only because of the headlights reflecting off the makeup mirrors I was looking at. I was almost blinded by the reflection, so I turned to see where the light was coming from and saw the van.” 


“A van?”


“Long white van, like a worker or somebody you call to fix your house. Like that. Words on the side in red or blue.”


“Could you read the words?”


She shook her head. “Not from where I was standing.”


“Thank you, Mae. You’ve been very helpful. Could I send you home in a squad car?”


“Yes please. I’m still a little too shaky to walk.”


“Take my card, and if you think of anything, call me right away.” He gave her another card from his wallet. “If you feel upset, and you want to talk to someone about seeing the shooting, call this number and make an appointment.”


“Thank you. I think I’ve seen you on TV. Are you the super cop?”


Blaine grinned. “Nothing super about me.”


 


FARRELL GOT THE tapes from the camera outside and the one in the store near the cash and brought them into the office along with Blacky’s laptop after the witness left for home with Rocky.


“She said a work van, white with red or blue writing on the side,” said Blaine. “Hope we can read the writing or get a tag number.” He cued it up and started at ten o’clock.


The picture from the outdoor camera wasn’t great, but they could see the cars from a certain angle. Depending where the van parked, it might prove to be the wrong angle.


“There,” said Farrell, “Eleven ten. A white van. Can’t see the writing because the engine is facing the camera, but the tag is clear.” Farrell wrote it down and was on the phone in seconds.


Blaine cued up the film from inside the store and it showed what went on at the cash at the front of the store and not much else.


They left the scene in the hands of the techs and went out to Blaine’s truck for a smoke. “Did DPS have a record of the stolen van?”


“Not yet, but the tag was registered to Hawkins Plumbing and Drain,” said Farrell. “I got the address.”


“Let’s cruise the address and see what it’s close to.”


“When they lost the tan van, they’d have to go on foot to get another ride. They’d grab something close.”


 


East Riverside. Austin.


BLAINE FOLLOWED the nav system and it took him to a residential neighborhood north of seventy-one near the river.


“Quiet street,” said Farrell. “Everybody’s sleeping. That’s the house.” Farrell pointed. “Let’s wake them up.”


“Yep.” Blaine parked in the drive of the two-storey brick and they both went to the door. Blaine rang the bell three times before they got a response.


A short Hispanic man in wrinkled jeans opened the door. He looked half asleep, his black wavy hair uncombed. He stood and stared.


“Police, sir. Can we talk to you for a minute?”


“Why you here in the middle of the night?”


“Your van was used in an armed robbery, sir,” said Blaine. “A man was murdered.”


“What? My van?” He grabbed for his black hair and tugged on it. “No, can’t be true.”


“Where do you park your van, sir?” asked Blaine. “In your driveway?”


“No. Not here. Behind my shop. I don’t bring it home unless I have an early morning call. I lock it up and leave it behind the building.”


“Could I have the address of your shop?” asked Blaine.


“Follow me over there. I want to see if I was robbed or if the building was broken into. Could you give me five minutes to get dressed?”


“Sure, no problem,” said Blaine. “We’ll wait in the truck for you.”


“Makes sense they weren’t around a nice neighborhood like this,” said Farrell. “They must be holed up somewhere near his business.”


 


Hawkins Plumbing and Drain. East Austin.


THE PLUMBING SHOP was housed in a cinderblock building on a narrow street along with a dozen other commercial enterprises. Mr. Hawkins drove in the narrow drive, drove past the building and parked his car around behind. Blaine followed, parked the diesel and hopped out.


Mr. Hawkins stood staring at the empty spot and pointing. “That’s where I left it. It was right here last night when I closed up.”


“You have the keys?” asked Farrell.


“I hang the keys inside in case my helper needs the van before I get here in the morning.”


“Let’s check your door,” said Blaine.


Farrell grabbed a flashlight out of Blaine’s truck and shone it on the side door of the building. “Looks okay. No broken glass.”


“Should we check inside?” asked Mr. Hawkins.


“If you like,” said Blaine. “Give it a look.”


Hawkins unlocked the door, stepped in, turned on the lights and looked around. Turned off the light and locked up. “I don’t think they were inside.”


“No, I don’t think so either,” said Blaine. “They grabbed the van, hot wired it and took off.”


“Will I get my van back soon?”


“I can’t say for sure, sir, but I can tell you there’s a BOLO out on it already. We should get something soon.”


“I don’t understand why anybody would take my van to rob a store.”


“Sometimes, the criminal mind is hard to figure out,” said Farrell. “You go on home, Mr. Hawkins. We’ll call you if we have an update.”


He shook both their hands. “Thank you so much for helping me sort this out.”


It ain’t sorted out yet.






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Sunday, February 15th.


 


Abandoned Trailer Park. East Austin.


BART’S TRUCK was hidden in the woods, while he watched the abandoned park closest to where the tan van had been pulled over by highway patrol. He’d spent a couple hours dozing and waiting and thinking he might be in the wrong spot when two Harley’s zoomed past him and disappeared into the trees. “Those guys are here for a reason, Biscuit. Either they’re part of the gang, or they’re buying drugs. Which one do you think it is?”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE WOKE in a panic and didn’t know why he could barely breathe. Shit like that happened to other people—never happened to him. He’d spent years learning how to keep his cool when the adrenaline was pumping.


He felt for Annie. Her side of the bed was empty, and the sheets were cool. Where was she? He grabbed onto the corner of the nightstand and tried to sit up. His leg was killing him even if he moved it a fraction of an inch. He cursed up down and sideways as he hauled his heavy body onto the side of the bed. All that muscle building and bulking up, turning himself into the Dog. The dirty Dog the other clubs feared and ran from, and now he weighed a fucking ton. Too much weight for his leg.


“Jesus Christ,” he hollered out loud and Declan came bursting through the door of the master suite.


“Hey, there’s my man already sitting up. No grass growing under your feet, lad.”


“Fuck, Dec, Annie’s gone. Has she gone to the barn or gone to Vegas to do whatever?”


“She’s working. That’s all I know. Mr. Magnuson is in the kitchen on the Dog watch.”


“Who’s he?”


“Head of security. Formerly a homicide detective.”


“Shit, I hate cops.”


Declan chuckled. “You’re in the wrong place, lad. You’re living in a nest of them.”


“Don’t I know it. And I need to talk to the kid right now. Can I use a phone?”


“Let me get your bodyguard for ye.”


“Oh, fuck, a bodyguard? What have you done to me, girl?”


The bedroom door opened, and a tall, blond guy strode in. Looked like one of those Norway guys you saw with a helmet and a shield. The expression on the cop’s face said he wasn’t any happier about the arrangement Annie had made than the Dog was.


“Magnuson, Mr. Dog. I’m watching your ass while my lady is out of town.” He offered a huge hand and Dougie shook it.


“I know I’m not to use the phone, and I told Jesse, the Ranger, that I wouldn’t—nobody to phone anymore—but I have to talk to the kid for a minute about Annie. Have you got one I can use?”


Magnuson pulled his cell out of his pocket and pressed Blaine’s number. “Blacky, its Mag, the Dog wants to speak to you.” He handed the phone to Dougie.


“Hey, kid, it’s me. Annie has taken off and we both know where she went after yesterday. I can’t get up or I’d fuckin well do it myself, but I want you to send somebody for her. She hasn’t got a bodyguard with her.”


“How do you know she doesn’t?” asked the kid.


“I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think she has.”


“I’ll check,” said Blaine, “and if she’s alone I’ll send Jack.”


“Fuck,” said the Dog. “She won’t like that. She’s pissed at Jack. I heard her say she likes working with somebody else a lot more than Jack.”


“Who?”


“A guy named Travis. Know him?”


“Yep, he’s one of mine.”


“Can you send him?”


“I’ll do it this morning.”


“And, would you let me know if you hear anything?”


“Sure can. Who’s she got on you?”


“A big guy named Magnuson.” He grinned at the tall guy.


“You’re good,” said Blaine.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell were back home from the pharmacy crime scene in time for breakfast. Travis and Fletcher came through the front door ready to work and helped themselves to coffee.


“Travis, when you finish your coffee, go back home and pack a bag. Be at Austin-Bergstrom by ten. This is your ticket.”


Travis looked at the destination and nodded. “Okay, boss.”


After Travis left, Blaine and Farrell filled Fletcher in on the robbery at the pharmacy and the stolen plumbing van.


They’d almost finished their second coffee when the Governor called. “Morning, Cat, what’s the scoop from the Capitol?”


“Pressure, sweetie. I’m getting pressure about the gang situation after last night’s murder at the drug store.”


“How in hell could the media hounds know about the murder? We never released that information yet.”


“Penny is swamped with calls, and most of them are about the gang running wild.”


“Who’s Penny?”


“Mrs. Warburton.”


Penny?


“People are afraid, Blaine. I have to say something positive and reassure them.”


“Order lunch in your office around twelve-thirty and I’ll have something written up by then. Tell your press person—I forget her name—to arrange something for two o’clock and you can soothe the citizenry.”


“I love the sound of that.”


Blaine ended the call to Cat and sent Farrell and Fletcher out to search the area where the plumbing van was stolen. “Start on the street where the van was parked at Hawkins Plumbing and work your way out in a grid from there. Search everything empty, boarded up, for sale—anything that looks like a possibility.”


I have to find them.


He pressed another contact number on his cell. “Bart, where are you?”


“Hey, Ranger, me and Biscuit are out looking for the kids. Haven’t got much yet.”


“I want to make a deal, Bart.”


“Oh, yeah? What kind of a deal?”


“If I give you some information I have, you have to call me when you see them.”


“What kind of information are we talking about?” asked Bart. “Like a clue?”


“Yeah, like a clue, but I want your word first, Bart. You have to call and let me help you when you find Teckford and his gang.”


Bart let out a sigh. “Okay, I agree. I wanted to do it on my own, and I thought I’d have them by now, but I don’t. We have to catch them.”


“We do, before more people get hurt.”


“What’s the information, Ranger?”


“They stole another van. It’s a white van and it says Hawkins Plumbing on the side. This is the tag.”


“Okay, thanks, Ranger. I wrote it down. I’ll help y’all find it and call, soon as I can.”


“Make sure you call me, Bart. You gave your word.”


“Uh huh. I will.”


Jeeze. Is there anybody out there I can trust?


 


Las Vegas.


ANNIE landed at McCarran around nine a.m. She retrieved her luggage and rented a Jeep, then drove out towards the Red Rock Canyon and looked for a motel that wouldn’t be too far from the B team’s headquarters. She checked into the Canyon Motel on route one fifty-nine, close to the city limits, and not far from the Red Rock Casino. The motel wasn’t run down, but it had seen better days. Well before the check-in time of three p.m. the clerk at the front desk welcomed her because she had no one else to welcome.


Annie settled in, unpacked and planned to scout out the B team’s clubhouse as soon as she checked out her guns and loaded them in case she ran into a problem. Better to be prepared. The boy scouts knew it and made it their motto.


Her cell rang, and she checked the screen. Nobody knew where she was except Mag. The Dog could probably guess. “Travis?”


“Boss sent me, and I just landed. Do we want two vehicles, or do you want to pick me up?”


“I’ve got a Jeep,” said Annie. “One vehicle should be good enough. See if you can get in to see Detective Vargas at LVPD. I can’t go there, and it would speed things up if you found out the new top three and got mugs of them. Also see if you can get the latest report from the man the gang squad has inside.”


Travis chuckled. “That it?”


“Yep, for now. I’ll cruise by the clubhouse out the canyon road, then drive into the city and lurk around the station and wait for you.”


“Roger that, and happy to be here with you.”


“Ditto.”


 


The Capitol. Austin.


BLAINE ARRIVED late for his twelve-thirty lunch with the Governor. He’d been making an effort to ease away from babysitting her as much as he’d done when she was first elected, partially because of what Lil had observed, and partly because Cat was a strong woman and she didn’t need him as much as she thought she did. She was smart, she’d achieved a lot already, and she’d be a damned good Governor if she put her mind to it. Any way he looked at it, she took up a lot of his time. And time was something he didn’t have a lot of. A lot of facets of his life were going for a shit because of neglect and he had to gain more control.


He stepped out of the corridor into the Governor’s outer office and greeted Mrs. Warburton. “I heard you were receiving a lot of phone inquiries about the gang investigation.”


“It’s been busy,” she said, “but Catherine is going to make a statement this afternoon and after the public calms down the calls will ease up.”


Ease up or double up. You can’t predict the public’s reaction. I’ve learned that much.


Blaine smiled, tapped twice on the Governor’s door and walked in. “Is my lunch ready?”


Cat looked up from the document she was reading at her desk and smiled at him. “All ready over there on the table.” She tilted her red head in that direction. She was dressed in red today, a color that didn’t suit her with the dark red hair.


“Okay, I saw the look. You hate the red.”


“I’m starving. What’s for lunch?”


Cat giggled. “You hate me in red.”


“No comment.”


After they’d eaten, Blaine went over the recap he’d written about the gang investigation. “Tell them we’re doing everything possible, but they can help. Stress awareness and participation. Be aware if y’all see a gang of kids, tell us where and when, and also if you see the stolen van, don’t ignore it, call and tell us where the fuckin thing is.”


“I’ve got it,” said Cat. “I won’t use those exact words.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE sat on the patio outside Annie’s master suite and smoked. He could hardly bear not knowing what was going on in Vegas. His club. His turf. Of course, his guys were pissed he’d got caught, but the cartel shot him. He didn’t get in this mess on purpose. And all the money he’d lost in the gun deal gone bad? Sure, a lot of it was club money, but a huge part of it belonged to him. He’d done what he had to do. Pretended he changed sides and ratted out some information about the border crossings. So what?


He’d downed three mugs of coffee and smoked half a pack of Camels trying to gain control of emotions he didn’t know he had. He’d never been afraid for himself in all of his shady career, why in hell was he terrified for Annie? This wasn’t supposed to happen. He was playing her. Taking advantage of everything she offered and not getting involved. He never got involved. Ever. And never with a woman. He was about to lose his mind. He was sure of it.


The garden door opened behind him and he turned to see the big cop come out with something in his hand. “I got you a burner,” the big guy growled, “the only one you can call, or text is Annie. I’ll check the fuckin thing at the end of the day and if there is more than one number on it, I’ll smash it in your face.”


Dougie smiled. The guy was intense. “Thanks a lot. You made my day.”


Magnuson held up a hand. “Don’t ever say that to me again.”


“Got it.”


After the cop left, Dougie entered Annie’s cell number. The only number he’d ever known by heart. What did that tell him? He was a gonner. He pressed call and she answered on the first ring.


“Portia Traynor.”


“I’m glad you didn’t give your real name when you didn’t recognize the number,” said the Dog. “That was smart.”


“I’m a pro, Doggie. How did you get a phone?”


“Magnuson got it for me. Probably so I wouldn’t ask to use his again.”


“Are you behaving?”


“Sure. Did your bodyguard get there yet?”


“How did you know about that?”


“I asked the kid to send somebody. I was nervous.”


“You? Nervous?”


“Hard to believe, but I love you and it’s filling me up and I can’t think of anything else.”


“That’s romantic, and no, I haven’t picked Travis up yet, but he’s here, in the city. He landed a short time ago, and I’m on my way downtown from the motel I checked into.”


“Will you call me tonight?”


“Okay, when I’m done for the day.”


“Is the Travis guy gonna be sleeping in your room?”


“In my room but not in my bed. Faster response time if he has to protect me.”


“I don’t want him close to you.”


Annie giggled. “You sent him.”


“I fuckin know I did.”


“Let me work, Dougie. I’ll call you tonight.”


What the hell is she doing? I can’t think of what it would be and its driving me around the fuckin bend.


 


Las Vegas PD.


TRAVIS WAITED outside Vargas’s cubicle while the detective finished a conversation on the phone. Then Vargas waved him in and he sat in the only other chair and introduced himself. “I’m Deputy Travis Bristol from the Blackmore Agency in Austin.”


Vargas smiled. “You’re one of Blacky’s boys.”


“Right,” said Travis. “I hope you can help me. I’d like a little info on the B team if you’ve got a minute.”


Vargas smiled. Bright white smile in a dark complexion. Black hair and lots of tats. Maybe he used to be undercover himself. “In the past when I’ve helped your boss, the rewards have far exceeded the time it took to give him information, so sure, I’ll help you. What do you need?”


“Mugs of the top three, the new hierarchy after the shakeup, and any current info that your man inside might have.”


“Can I ask why?”


Travis grinned. “No, and it’s not that I’m not telling you. I’m just the messenger. The project is above my pay grade.”


“Sounds heavy,” said Vargas. “What the hell is coming down?”


“One thing for sure,” said Travis, “It won’t be good for the B team.”


 


Red Rock Canyon. West Las Vegas.


BEFORE ANNIE headed into Vegas to pick Travis up, she cruised along the canyon highway, the same road she’d ridden so many times on her bike when she’d lived in Vegas. The canyon was such a beautiful, peaceful place that held both happy and sad memories for her.


Trying not to dwell on the unhappy memories, she took a detour down one of the narrow dirt side roads and drove past the B team’s clubhouse. It looked deserted. No bikes and no activity of any kind. No neighbors. Nothing close by. Perfect.


Satisfied with her recon, she left the canyon and drove into downtown Vegas and parked in one of the visitor’s spots at LVPD and waited for Travis to come out. She’d been sitting for about twenty minutes listening to the only country station she could get when he strode out the front door carrying one piece of luggage.


I forgot he’d have luggage with him.


He spotted her in the rental Jeep and jumped into the shotgun seat. “Hey, Annie-girl. This was a surprise assignment for me, but a welcome one.”


Annie reached over and gave his arm a squeeze. “I’m always happy to work with you, Trav.” She winked at him. “Work, play, whatever.”


“Hey, don’t say that. You’ll get me all worked up.”


“Did you get us something to start on?”


“Got the mugs, but the inside guy didn’t have much. He said the club is still reeling from losing the Dog and the other top two—Rice and Bentley. “Their main focus now is mayhem on the Dog. They’re gonna give it all they’ve got.”


“Fantastic,” said Annie. “They have to be stopped.”


And so does the Dog.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


THE PINK TRUCK stopped at the gate and honked its horn.


A big grin spread across Jose’s face as he opened the gate, then ran to the driver’s side of the truck and greeted Neil.


“Hey, Jose, I’m so happy to be home for a week. I told Mom I was gonna study at school, but then I wanted to come home so bad and see y’all, I said screw it and drove down this morning.”


“Annie went to Vegas,” said Jose with a sad face. “don’t know when she’ll be back.”


“Shit, I should have let her know I was changing my mind,” said Neil. “It’s okay. I’ll see the kids, then I’ll go see Farrell at Blacky’s place.”


“Uh huh. Good plan,” said Jose. “Rosalie will be glad to see you.”


“I miss her when I’m at school. I miss everybody—I miss my family.”


Neil parked his truck in front of the garage, grabbed his duffel bag and tore across the porch into the house. He roared into the kitchen, grabbed Rosalie in a hug and spun her around. “I missed you so much, my Rosalita.”


Rosalie giggled. “Mister Neil, I didn’t know you were coming. You mama said you couldn’t make it.”


“Changed my mind. I thought about your pecan pie and I couldn’t stay away.”


“I better make a batch of pie crust,” said Rosalie.


Neil turned and saw the big guy sitting at the harvest table. He hadn’t seen him on the way into the kitchen, he’d been too focused on Rosalie. He walked over and shot out his hand. “I’m Neil Donovan.”


Dougie nodded and shook the kid’s hand. “You’re Dead-Eye’s brother.”


“Dead-Eye?” Neil chuckled. “Is that what they call him?”


“You look a lot like him. You don’t live here?”


“I’m away at school, but I have a week off. I told Mom I had too much studying to do, but then I missed her too much and came anyway.”


“She went away for a couple of days.”


“That’s okay. I’m home for a week.” Neil focused on the man’s face. Hard lines and a set jaw. Tough guy. Biker. “You didn’t tell me your name.”


“Doug Robertson. I’m staying here for a while with Annie.”


“Dougie the Dog Robertson? Race’s buddy?” Neil felt himself stiffen.


“Uh huh. That’s right.”


Neil wanted to put miles between him and this intruder. “I better unpack and call Farrell.”


Dougie’s voice took on an edge. “You got something you want to say to me, kid?”


Neil turned back and faced Dougie. “Race almost destroyed my mother and our family when he came back here after they let him out of Huntsville. I wouldn’t want to see it happen again.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL pulled a beer out of the Sub-Zero for himself and hollered to Blacky, “Want a Corona?”


“Yep, I could use one.”


Farrell was juggling the two beers when his phone rang. He plunked the drinks on the table and answered. “Neil, what’s up?”


 “I came home for reading week, but Mom is away. I’m coming to stay with you guys until she gets back.”


“Fantastic, we’ll be waiting.”


Blacky set his Corona down and waited for Farrell to share.


“Neil’s home from Dallas. He’s coming over.”


A big smile spread across Blaine’s face. “Bueno.”


 


West Las Vegas.


ANNIE AND TRAVIS had dinner at a barbeque place along the highway then settled in their room to plan for the following day.


Travis took two Coors out of the six-pack they’d picked up, peeled the plastic wrap off a motel glass and poured beer into it for Annie. “Do you trust him?”


Annie shook her head. “That would be foolish.”


“And you’re no fool, Annie-girl.”


“I have made foolish mistakes, but personal ones—not professional—not in my work. Jesse said the Dog gave up useful information—enough to save his ass, but he’s reputed to know more than he’s telling—a lot more.”


Travis took a long pull on his beer then set the can on the table. “Why’s he holding back if he changed sides?”


“Attaboy.” Annie pointed a manicured nail at Travis. “That’s the answer we need.”


“You think he has an agenda of his own?”


“Oh, yeah. For all his sweet talk and… all the rest of it… I’m sure he’s planning something. I can feel it. He’s a career biker. He would never turn. Not in a million.”


Travis made a face. “I’m not keen on where some of your work takes you, girl.”


“Me neither.” Annie sat down at the table with her beer. “Doubt if I’ll do it again. Let’s see the mug shots.”


 


ALREADY in bed with her eyes closed, Annie remembered she didn’t call the Dog. Travis was asleep and softly snoring in the next bed as she reached for her cell on the nightstand and pressed the burner number.


He answered on the first ring. “I thought you weren’t gonna call me.”


Annie spoke in a whisper, so she wouldn’t wake Travis. “How could I forget something that important?”


“I’ve never been important to a woman—ever.”


“Never too late, Dougie.”


“What’s going on in Vegas?”


“Nothing yet.”


“You ain’t gonna tell me what you’re doing there are you?”


“That’s right.”


“Your kid came home from school, and right off he didn’t like me.”


“Who, Neil?”


“Yeah, another Donovan that fuckin hates me.”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“You’re my only worry, baby. I love you like there’s no tomorrow.”


Jesus, Dougie. Enough.






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Monday, February 16th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE showed Neil where Carm kept the mugs in the newly renovated kitchen. One of his favorite things were the mullioned glass doors on all the top cabinets. Carm hadn’t been keen on the glass but she gave in when he insisted.


“You’ve done a ton of work since the last time I was here,” said Neil.


“Wait until you see the yard,” said Blaine. “It’ll blow your mind.”


Neil filled his mug and sat down at the table next to his brother. “I met Dougie the Dog while I was at the ranch. Didn’t like him right off. I could feel how violent he was… like from a foot away.”


“You should talk to Misty,” said Farrell. “She gets the vibes too.”


Neil frowned at his big brother. “I’m not shittin you, Farrell. The guy is a walking bomb.”


“I don’t trust him,” said Blaine, “and I’m pretty sure Annie doesn’t.”


“Why is she in Vegas?” asked Neil.


“Not sure,” said Blaine, “but she’ll be back soon.” 


“While you guys are working, I’ll go play with Jacks and Lucy for a while, then come back and study. I have to keep my marks up to play ball.”


“When your season opens, bro, I’m coming to all your games,” said Farrell.


“Fantastic,” hollered Neil. “Maybe you can bring Jacks to a game too. He’s always asking me. Can’t wait until spring training starts. I’ve been working out in the gym all winter and I want to see if it makes a difference in my play.”


Blaine’s cell jangled, and he checked the screen. “Fuckin Hammer,” he mumbled then pressed ‘talk’. “Yeah, Hammer, what’s the scoop?”


“Lost her, boss. Don’t know how, but I don’t have a clue where she is.”


“Where are you?”


“Still in Houma. Hate it here in bayou country, it’s so fuckin humid.”


“Houma isn’t a big place. Find her again and keep me posted.”


“Roger that, boss.”


Blaine pressed end. “The guy’s an idiot. Don’t know why I hired the fucker.”


Neil snorted. “Did you make a mistake, Blacky? Ouch. Is that your first one?”


“Shut up, Neil. Eat your waffles.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE WOKE early and replayed his conversation with Annie from the night before. What was she doing in Vegas? Something with his club. That was obvious. They tried for him and a few hours later she was gone.


He couldn’t sit around at her ranch and not know what was going on, he had too much at stake. He struggled to sit on the side of the bed, rubbed his leg a couple of times and decided, today would be the day he pulled himself together, took care of himself and did everything on his own. He had to start biting the bullet if he was ever going to get out of the fix he was in.


After a trip to the ensuite entirely on his own, the Dog felt confident enough to use the crutches and have a smoke outside. He stood on one leg like a flamingo, opened the garden door and using the crutches tried to navigate the step down onto the flagstone terrace.


 He’d almost made it when a gust of wind blew the door against one of the crutches and knocked him off balance.


Thunk.


He fell on his face on the stone patio and knocked the wind out of himself. He cursed the air blue and still couldn’t get up.


“What are ye doing for your next trick?” asked Declan as he and Magnuson pulled the Dog to his feet and sat him on a chair at the outdoor table.


No thanks or smiles from the Dog. He wouldn’t even look at the two good Samaritans. He lit up a smoke and stared into the pine woods.


 


Las Vegas.


ANNIE AND TRAVIS were tossing items into a shopping cart at Home Depot when Mag called.


“Getting vibes from the Dog, girl. He’s getting antsy.”


“Okay, thanks, sugar. Watch him closely and if he makes a move, let me know. I don’t know how he could go anywhere on his own, but anything is possible. We should be done by tonight.”


“I’m all over him like algae on a swamp.”


Annie giggled.


“Miss you, girl. Stay safe. Please.”


“I will, baby. See you tomorrow.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL headed off to work with Blaine and the new guy, Fletcher, and after they left, Neil helped Carm clean up the kitchen. Something he always did with Annie.


After Carm showed him her fish pond and let him feed the Koi, he drove back to Coulter-Ross to spend time with the little kids.


I’ll stay away from the Dog and play outside with the kids. I bet they haven’t caught any fly balls in a while.


 


Abandoned Trailer Park. East Austin.


BART FILLED his truck with gas for a day of driving the county roads. Driving and searching was all he’d done for the past few days and he was tired. Bone tired. He wanted to find the gang leader, kill him dead and go home. Would he call the Ranger when he found the gang? It might be the smartest thing to do but he hadn’t decided yet.


He’d been circling all of Mrs. Balstadt’s properties, checking them out one after another, day after day, and all he’d seen were those two Harleys. No kids. No boss man. No van. Where had they gone? Had they moved to another area entirely?


Bart returned to the first property the gang had been holed up in and caught a glimpse of white as he drove along the dirt track through the trees.


Are they back here again?


His heart thumped a hundred miles an hour as he drove towards the vehicle to read the writing on the side. Yep, this was it—Hawkins Plumbing. Nobody around. He rolled down his window and listened. Not a sound.


He picked up his cell and called.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE’S cell rang in the cupholder while he drove into the parking area at DPS. “Grab that, Farrell and see who it is.”


Farrell checked the screen. “Bart.”


“Hope he’s got something.” Blaine took the phone. “Hey, Bart, tell me the good news.”


“Got the van at the first park they were at. It’s parked beside the trailer. No sign of anybody. I’m out of my truck and I’m looking in the window of the van.”


“Got a pair of gloves, Bart? Don’t touch the door handles.”


“Okay, hang on. Nothing in the cab. I can see through the driver’s side window and I’m not opening the door. Let me look in the back doors, then I’ll leave it for you guys.”


Blaine waited until Bart came back to him.


“You might need people here, Ranger. Dead kid in the back. Just one.”


Blaine inhaled. “I’ll be there as soon as I can, Bart. You watch yourself in case they’re still around.”


“Nobody here. I’ll let Biscuit out for a run and wait for y’all.”


 


Canyon Motel. West Las Vegas.


ANNIE AND TRAVIS returned to their motel room with their purchases from Home Depot and several other stores.


“I’ll get us a couple of beers and watch you work.”


“Get in touch with Vargas and see where his inside man is,” said Travis.


“Uh huh.” Annie turned and stared at him. “Did you forget that I’m not here? I’m invisible. You’ll have to be our contact with Vargas.”


Travis grinned. “You don’t look invisible to me.” He motioned her to come sit on his knee.


Annie shook her head. “No time for fooling around, sugar pop. Concentrate on what you’re doing. We can’t afford any mistakes.”


 


Abandoned Trailer Park. East Austin.


BLAINE arrived at the park property expecting to see Bart’s truck, but it wasn’t there. He slipped on a pair of latex gloves and opened the double back doors of the Hawkins plumbing van. He nodded his head, closed the doors and did a walkabout with Farrell and Fletcher.


“Pick up anything that looks fresh and bag it,” said Blaine. “They haven’t been gone long.”


“I thought Bart was waiting for us,” said Farrell.


“Said he was. Maybe he changed his mind.”


They waited about twenty minutes before the medical examiner, Doctor Mort Simon, arrived. He stepped out of the van with his helper and asked, “This another young kid, Blacky?”


Blaine nodded.


“Damn shame,” said the doctor. He hopped in the back of the van with Ted, his assistant. Blaine stood at the back of the van waiting for the probable cause of death. Mort had been around a long time and was usually on the money with his preliminary assessment.


“I’m leaning towards a diabetic coma that wasn’t treated,” said Mort. “I’ll know for sure when I get him on the table.”


“One of the mothers said her son was diabetic and he’d gone too long without his insulin,” said Blaine. “Might be Johnathan Frolick.”


“Have her come in later for the identification. I won’t have him ready for a couple of hours at least.”


 


The B Team’s Clubhouse. Red Rock Canyon.


THE CLUBHOUSE at the end of the dirt road was deserted in the middle of the day. The relentless Nevada sun shone down on sparse desert vegetation—yucca, cactus and the odd wildflower. Not much around the B team’s home but desert, rock and snakes.


The boys were all either sleeping or out on their Harley’s taking care of business.


Travis pulled on a pair of leather gloves before he picked up his newly purchased bolt cutters to snap the padlock off the clubhouse door. Annie waited in the truck as Travis did his thing. A few minutes inside and he returned to the Jeep wearing a big smile. “We’re all set.”


Annie drove deep into the canyon on the two lane highway, cruising along and waiting until Travis was happy with the distance.


“This should be about right, girl.” He winked at her over the console, then pressed the button on his phone.


Annie heard a little noise, but not much. They were too far away. She glanced in the rear view and watched a bit of debris shoot into the wide blue Nevada sky. Hardly enough to attract any attention. Just the way they planned it.


“Hang on.” She made a quick U-turn and headed back to take a look.


The frame clubhouse blazed and crackled merrily as Annie hopped out and hung the president’s cut on the mesquite tree in the yard.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF CALHOUN sipped the Starbuck’s coffee Farrell had provided while he listened to the update from the trailer park.


“Bart, Herman Fogarty’s helper, spotted the van?” asked the Chief.


Blaine nodded. “He’s keen to see justice served, but I’m nervous about him finding Teckford and arriving ahead of us. He’s holding onto a lot of anger over Herman’s death, and he may do something he’ll regret later.”


“Vigilantes can be a problem,” the Chief paused after he’d uttered the words realizing what he’d said to the current crown prince of the breed, “if left unchecked for too long,” he added as a neutralizer.


Blaine pretended he didn’t notice and went over what needed to be done. The van had been towed to the forensics garage and the dead boy was in the morgue. He’d called the Frolicks and asked them to come to headquarters at their earliest convenience. Mr. Frolick apparently couldn’t leave the jobsite to see if his only son was lying on a slab, so Mrs. Frolick would be flying solo on that errand.


Blaine snapped out of his mental scheduling to hear what the Chief was saying. “I say we give Bart’s tag to DPS and put a man on him. He seems to be in the right area at the right time—more so than we’ve been.”


“I second that,” said Farrell. “Bart’s putting in the hours searching the backroads, that’s a for sure.”


With the BOLO out on Bart’s truck, Blaine remembered to call Mr. Hawkins. “Afternoon, sir, this is Blaine Blackmore. I’m calling about your van.”


“Did you find it, Ranger?”


“We did. It’s in the forensic garage, and as soon as they finish with it, you can pick it up.”


“Can I ask where y’all found it?”


“Not in the city is all I can tell you for now,” said Blaine.


“Doesn’t matter. I’m happy it’s been found and taken to a safe place. Does it look damaged?”


“Not that I noticed, but you may want to have it detailed.” He skipped telling Hawkins about the body of the kid in the back.


“Sure. No problem. Thanks for calling.”


 


A TAP on the Chief’s door and the receptionist from the front section of the building announced Mrs. Frolick’s arrival. Blaine strode out to the waiting area to greet her. “Mrs. Frolick, thank you for coming so quickly.”


Her eyes were red-rimmed, her face puffy from crying. Pale and without makeup, she appeared years older than the last time Blaine had seen her in the boardroom.


“If you’d like to follow me, we’ll get this done as quickly as possible.”


“I don’t want to do it at all,” said Mrs. Frolick. “My husband said I was wasting my time and wasting gas driving over here because it couldn’t possibly be Johnathan.”


“He doesn’t know that,” said Blaine, with an edge to his voice. “Your son has been missing for a long period of time for a young boy.”


“I haven’t slept in days,” said Mrs. Frolick as she followed Blaine down the stairs. She stopped short at the door marked ‘Morgue’ and inhaled a big breath. “I don’t know if I can do this.”


“I can have the pathologist put a picture on the screen for you. Would that be better?”


“Yes, please.”


Blaine held the door open and waited until Mrs. Frolick entered ahead of him. He showed her where to sit, then set up the viewing.


A few minutes later, the image of the John Doe flashed onto the screen. Mrs. Frolick let out a blood-curdling scream and slid off her chair onto the floor.


Blaine helped her up when she opened her eyes and offered her a bottle of water. “I’ll call your husband to come and get you, ma’am. You shouldn’t drive.”


 


Unknown location.


BART WOKE up tied to a chair. His arms were bound behind him and the feeling was gone in his hands. Numbness had spread into his shoulders and neck. His hands were cuffed together with plastic ties and he couldn’t move his rigid fingers. His ankles were tied one to each chair leg and he had no hope of standing up. With every beat of his heart, his head throbbed, and his throat was so parched he couldn’t muster up enough spit to swallow.


He had no idea where he was. Pitch dark. No light coming from anywhere, but it smelled familiar. It must be daytime, but he couldn’t know for sure. Wherever he was there were no windows.


He tried to remember what had happened and it hurt his head to think. He had called the Ranger with the long black hair and told him about the boy in the van. He said he’d wait. Then what?


Did he walk back to sit in his truck? Where was Biscuit? He recalled letting the dog run around the park while he was on his cell making the call. After that--nothing.


“No, don’t be lost, Biscuit,” Bart pleaded out loud. “Don’t be lost in the park with the killer kids.” His chest ached for his dog and he tried hard not to give in to the tears burning behind his eyes.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


NEIL and the kids were behind the music studio playing baseball on a grassy area where Annie held her huge picnics several long weekends a year. Neil was knocking gentle flies into the air for Jackson and Lucy to catch. The two six-year olds loved to compete with each other and see who could catch the most. They talked and argued about it for days.


A voice he wasn’t familiar with caused Neil to turn around and it took him a couple of seconds to realize he was staring down the barrel of a Beretta that looked a lot like Annie’s gun. “I need you to drive me somewhere, kid. Put the bat down and walk to your truck. Do it now.”


Neil shook his head. “I ain’t doing it.”


“If you swing the bat at me and don’t lay it down right now, the first one I shoot will be that little girl.” The Dog pointed the gun at Lucy. “Start walking to your truck.”


Neil’s lip curled, and he wanted to smash the Dog’s face in, but he couldn’t risk him shooting at the kids. He laid the bat down and hollered out, “Back in a few minutes, kids. Jacks, you hit some grounders to Lucy.”


“That was good thinking,” growled the Dog. “You’re a smart boy.”


“What you’re doing ain’t smart, Mr. Dog. My Mom will kill you for this.”


Dog laughed. “She loves me. I’ve got her covered.”


Neil smiled to himself because he knew different.


 


THE DOG struggled with his stiff, bandaged leg and it took him a couple of minutes to settle into the front seat of the ungodly looking pink truck. Trying to maneuver his leg with his right hand and keep the gun pointed at Neil with his left, proved tricky, but he managed. “Come on, start this junker up and get going.” He waved the gun. “Go, now, and don’t bother trying anything stupid. I’ll have no second thoughts about blowing your head off.”


“My truck ain’t a junker, it’s a damn good truck.”


“Shut up and drive.”


 


NEIL GAVE the guard on the gate a wave on the way out. He didn’t recognize him. Must be a new guy. He drove down the long shady lane and stopped when he reached the highway to find out which way to turn.


“Go south to the interstate,” said Dougie.


“Yeah? Where we going?”


“None of your business, kid. You drive, and I’ll do the thinking and the navigating.”


Neil snarled at the Dog over the console. “I have to study for exams, so this better not take too long.”


The Dog cocked the gun and waved it at Neil. “Back at you, kid. It will take as long as I say it’s gonna take. I don’t give a flying fuck if you have to study or if you have to phone the fuckin pope.”


“Uh huh. I get it. You’re pretending to be a tough guy.” Neil chuckled. “You’ll never be as tough as my brother or Blacky. Compared to them, you’re a joke.”


“Fuck yourself, asshole and shut your mouth.”


Neil smiled. “Why were you at the ranch anyway?”


“That is also none of your business. Shut up and drive.”


“I am driving, or didn’t you notice.”


“I hate kids with smart mouths, and I’ve shut a lot of them up. You better close yours.”


“Know what I hate?” asked Neil and didn’t wait for a response. “Assholes like you who think they can whip kids like me into being their slaves. Been there, done that. Ain’t doing it again.”


The Dog lit up a smoke and glared at Neil.


“You can’t smoke in my truck,” said Neil. “Butt out.”


“Make me.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL’S cell rang as he and Blacky sifted through stolen vehicle reports at headquarters, looking for something Kyle Teckford might have hot wired in the past few hours. “Hey, Mag, what’s up?”


“Need the boss. Why’s his phone off?”


“Didn’t know it was off,” said Farrell. “He handed his cell to Blacky.


“Mag, something up with the Dog?”


“Fucking right there is. The new guy on the gate let Neil’s truck out, and that’s the only vehicle not accounted for. The Dog is gone and so is Neil.”


“Jesus in a handcart,” hollered Blaine. He rolled his eyes at Farrell and Farrell lost color.


“I’ll have a BOLO out on the truck in ten seconds,” said Blaine. “Any of Annie’s guns missing from the cabinet?”


“Spare Beretta.”


“Fuck that,” hollered Blaine. “Back at you, Mag.”


Blaine handed the phone back to Farrell and paced back and forth like he did when he was thinking.


“Are you gonna tell me or what?”


“You know how you have a tracker on me in my phone?” asked Blaine.


“The phone that ain’t turned on?”


“Yeah, that one.” Blaine pulled his cell off his belt and turned it on.


“So?” Farrell barked at his foster brother. “You’re making me want to take a swing at your head.”


Blaine tried to sound calmer than he felt. “Do you have one of those on Neil’s phone?”


Farrell lost it. “What do you mean—on Neil’s phone?” Farrell tried to put it together. “You’re putting a BOLO out on Becca’s truck?” The pink truck had belonged to Becca Donovan, Farrell and Neil’s biological mother, before she gave it to Neil. “Why?”


“The Dog is missing from the ranch and so is Neil.”


“I’m gonna puke.” Farrell made good on his threat and hurled into the waste basket next to the desk they were using.


“I’ll go put the alert on the truck and you find them on your phone and see where the hell they are.”


Farrell wiped his mouth with his forearm and took a couple of deep breaths. He collapsed into the chair behind the desk, his heart thumping in his ears and adrenaline pumping. He held his breath while he summoned the courage to call up the tracker on Neil.


Past San Antone and heading west.


Blaine came back saying the BOLO was out and saw Farrell staring at his phone. “Where are they?”


“Past San Antone.” Farrell jumped to his feet. “I’m gone. Won’t be long until they change vehicles. The fuckin Dog won’t ride in a pink truck. Keep me posted. And call Mom and tell her to stay in Vegas and keep watch on the Dog’s house.”


“Why would he go back there when he could be in Laredo at the border in a couple of hours?” asked Blaine.


“All that money he had gathered to buy the guns might have cleaned him out,” said Farrell. “He lost all of it when he made his deal. He might have to go to his house for cash. No other reason on earth he’d risk going back there.”


“Yeah, you’re right. It has to be for money.”


Farrell turned as he got to the door. “He either has money stashed at his house, or he’s gonna sell Neil back to Annie.”


“Fuck that.” The short fuse blew. Blaine hollered and viciously kicked the modesty panel at the front of the desk with his Harley boot. With an ear-splitting crack, the panel busted in half and the desk sagged.


Farrell grinned at his brother as he beat it to his truck.


 


FARRELL FIRED UP the red Silverado, plunked the magnetic strip of strobes on his roof and barreled south down I-35 like the devil was up his ass. According to a rough estimate of the time the pink truck exited through the gate at Coulter-Ross, Neil was about three hours ahead of him. The Dog would want a different vehicle as soon as possible—pink being super easy for DPS to spot. Blacky would figure it out and call him.


Has he called Mom?


Farrell pressed her number and called. “Mom, Blacky call you?”


Annie was sniffling so she knew. “I’m so sorry, baby. I never meant for this to happen. I put my boys in danger.”


“You had Mag on him, Mom. Where in hell was Magnuson looking?”


“I haven’t figured that out yet. He’s so diligent.”


“I’ve got a tag in Neil’s phone, but that don’t mean much if I can’t catch up,” said Farrell. “They’ll grab a different car or truck soon and Blacky’s keeping on top of that end of things. Roaring along the interstate ain’t doing much for me.”


“Blaine wants round the clock on the Dog’s house,” said Annie. “He’s coming back to Vegas for a reason.”


“Get Travis inside the house and search for the obvious. Secret stash—floor, ceiling, electrical, garage.”


“We’ll do it right now and I’ll ask for extra manpower for surveillance from the gang squad.”


“Another thing to think about, Mom. He’s gonna take Neil across the Arizona line by tonight. What do you want to do?”


“Let me inquire.”


“Get back to me.”


 


Junction. Texas.


“TAKE THIS EXIT,” barked the Dog. “I need to piss and get some food. I’m about goddam starved. Pull into the first mall you come to and we’ll change rides.”


“Forget that,” said Neil. “I’m not giving up my truck.”


“You’ll do exactly what I tell you to do, kid. I could break your neck with one hand, if I wanted to.”


“I’m no good to you dead,” said Neil. “You can’t drive.”


“Don’t be too sure about that.”


Neil took the exit for Junction and the Dog pointed at a Walmart plaza with a McDonald’s in the corner of the parking lot. “This will be okay,” said the Dog. “Do the drive through first, then park the truck in a solid line of vehicles.”


Neil joined the lineup for the drive through and pointed at the menu sign. “What do you want?”


“Double cheeseburger, fries and a Coke,” said the Dog.


“That’s the first thing you’ve said that makes sense,” said Neil. “I’ll have the same.”


“You look a lot like your brother, kid. Only one thing missing.”


“I don’t weigh as much,” said Neil. “Farrell is solid muscle. He works at it.”


“You’re missing that stone cold killer look in your blue eyes that Dead-Eye has.”


“Farrell’s a Texas Ranger and a crime fighter. He puts guys like you in jail and I’m proud of him.”


“Yeah, I bet you are.”


Neil drove up to the window and paid for the food. He took the bag from the woman at the next window and handed it over to the Dog. “Where do you want me to park?”


“Closer to Walmart where we can be lost in a row of cars.”


“I’m not leaving my truck,” said Neil, “So you can forget stealing something else.”


“You’ll do what I say. Nothing more or less.”


Neil smiled and repeated. “Nothing more or less. Got it. Now you get it, Mr. Dog. I’m not leaving my truck, so you can fuck yourself right up the ass.” Neil took a big bite of his cheeseburger and listened to the Dog growl.


The Dog finished eating first and wanted to get moving. “Boost the SUV next to us and make it quick.”


“I’m not done my burger,” said Neil.


The Dog rammed the nose of the Beretta into Neil’s side so hard it made him holler. The kid dropped his burger trying to get out of the way, then flung out his right arm and punched the dog in the face. Dougie grabbed the kid’s wrist and twisted it. “Don’t fuck with me, kid. I’ll break every bone in your fuckin body and you won’t be playing baseball. Not this season—not ever. You won’t even be fuckin breathing.”


“Don’t break my arm.” Neil pulled his arm back and rubbed his wrist. “That’s my throwing arm, you fucking pervert. I’ll do what you want.”


 “Do it, then. Boost the fuckin SUV and let’s get the hell out of here.”


 


NEIL HOPPED out of his truck, the slim Jim in his hand that he kept under the front seat. It wasn’t really his. He’d found it there beside her shotgun when the truck was given to him by his biological mother. He kept everything she’d given him and treasured each of the three items because it was all he’d ever have of her.


He popped the lock on the Hyundai, opened the passenger door for the Dog then locked up his truck. He slid behind the wheel of the Tucson, smacked the cover off the ignition housing and hotwired the engine like he’d done a thousand times before when he and Farrell lived on the streets of San Angelo.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. North Las Vegas.


TRAVIS AND ANNIE headed to the Dog’s residence in north Vegas. A ranch house similar to others on the quiet street. Working class neighborhood where the Dog blended in. Annie took her rifle with her thinking that once members of the B team saw what was left of their clubhouse they would be gunning for the Dog. Exactly what she intended, but she hadn’t planned on being in his house at the time they sought retribution.


Her every thought was for Neil and his safety. She never should have gone along with the plan to bring the Dog in out of the cold for information. She should have killed him at the truck stop like she wanted to. Know your limitations. She was a sniper not an operative.


“Where should we start?” asked Travis.


“You have a nose for these things, sugar. Your call.”


“I took a look in the garage window and there’s not much in there, so I’ll get it out of the way first, then we’ll start in here. Why don’t you tap the walls and see if you get any hollow sounds anywhere?”


“Okay, I’m tapping,” said Annie.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER GOVERNOR CAMPBELL’S speech to the media about the East End Gang, tips had been flooding into headquarters, some better than others. Most were false and no good at all. People saw groups of kids—any kids and they phoned the tip line. All the tips were relayed to Lily at the Blackmore Agency and she sorted through hundreds of them.


She received two that morning that she thought might have merit. “Boss, sorting through the tips and these two sound plausible.”


“Tell me, Lil. I’m almost losing my mind.”


He didn’t have time to tell her about Neil. And he couldn’t bring himself to talk about it.


“At H-E-B in the east end of the city, a gang of kids ran through the store grabbing food. They tried running past the checkout without paying and most of them made it. One kid got caught and the store manager called the police.”


“Where’s the kid, Lil?”


“He’s at the 3-2, in holding.”


“Good catch. Might be them. Phone and tell the station I’m pickin the kid up, then call Jesse and have him meet me at headquarters in an hour.”


“Got it.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE WAS WASHING up after chores at home on his ranch when he got the call from Lily at the agency.


“We caught another kid, Jesse. Boss is picking him up at the 3-2 and wants you to interview him in an hour if you can make it.”


“Sure,” said Jesse. “I’ll have a quick bite of dinner. Should be there by seven.”


 


East Austin.


BLAINE and Fletcher were on their way to pick up the kid when another call came in.


“Ranger Ruskin, here, Ranger B. Got a hit on your BOLO for tag number,” she repeated Bart’s tag. “Truck is parked at the big blue barn out near the airport.”


“Okay, thanks.”


Bart is probably checking the building before he goes home for the night.


“Another good tip, boss?” asked Fletcher.


“A locate on Bart’s truck. It’s parked at the Buy and Sell Barn.”


“He could be keeping an eye on the barn now that it’s closed,” said Fletch.


“Same thing I was thinking.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE reached headquarters before Blaine arrived with the latest kid suspect. He availed himself of the opportunity to catch up with Chief Calhoun. “I thought you’d be gone home for dinner by now, sir.”


“Should be, but if the case is going to break, I want to be here.”


“Course you do. Get an ID on the dead boy in the van?”


The Chief nodded. “He was one from the murder list at Herman’s crime scene, Johnathan Frolick. Diabetic. Died from lack of insulin.”


Jesse shook his head and threw up his hands. “If it was my kid and he missed one dose of insulin—I’m talking one.” He held up a finger. “I’d have the goddam hounds out looking for him.”


“It was days before the Frolicks were even worried,” said the Chief. “I don’t know what they were thinking.”


Blaine tapped on the door and stuck his head in. “We’re ready in room three.”


“What did he steal?” asked Jesse as he strode down the corridor with Blaine.


“Couple big boxes of cereal and two cartons of milk.”


“Twenty bucks?”


“Not even.”


“See what I can do,” said Jesse. He entered the room, set the recorder on the table and sat down.


The boy was smaller than the last couple he’d interviewed. This guy was possibly thirteen, fourteen at the most.


“I’m Jesse. Want to tell me your name, son?”


The kid gave his head a quick shake.


“Okay, your choice. Want a drink or a bag of chips before we get started?”


“Soda would be good. I’m not hungry.”


“I’ll get you a Coke.” Jesse stuck his head into the hallway and asked for a can of soda for the kid. One of the girls brought it back from the vending machine and Jesse opened it and put the straw in. “There you go.”


Jesse rounded the table and sat down. “Be easier for me if I knew what to call you, son. Won’t hurt to give me your first name.”


“You can call me Kurt.”


“Okay, thanks, Kurt, let’s get started. You were caught stealing food from a grocery store in the east end of the city. You live out that way?”


“I’m staying with a friend.”


“Your parents know where you are?”


“They don’t give a rat’s ass where I am and never have.”


“I see,” said Jesse. “Who’s the friend y’all are staying with?”


With his hands cuffed to the table, the kid had to bend down and slurp his Coke through the straw. “Can’t tell you that. Sorry.”


“Let me tell you what I know and then I’ll let you have a turn to talk, okay?”


Kurt shrugged. “Don’t matter to me.”


“What I know is this, the gang y’all are running with has one purpose. Getting kids hooked on drugs, then turning them into dealers and recruiters. This benefits one person and one person only and that’s Kyle Teckford or maybe you know him as Basil Bernard.” Jesse studied the kid’s face and Kurt wore a surprised look. Kurt was surprised Jesse knew as much as he did.


“Some of the kids from your gang have already died, and others will be in jail for the rest of their lives because they committed murder for Kyle Teckford. Once y’all are users and dependent on Mr. Teckford to feed your habit, there is no way out of the gang. You will die there—starvation, drug overdose, or shot during a holdup or a murder attempt. This is where y’all are heading.”


Jesse stood up and picked up his recorder. “I’m going to let you go to your cell, have dinner and a night’s rest and think about what I told you. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”


“You said I was gonna get a chance to talk.”


“You want to talk, Kurt?”


The kid nodded his head. “I thought I would like being part of a gang. Some of my friends talked it up and I believed them, but once I saw how gross it was, and the shit you had to do, I wanted to go home. Only I couldn’t.”


“That’s the truth.” Jesse leaned down and tapped the table with his finger. “There’s only one way you can go home, and that’s to get out while you still can.” Jesse pointed a finger at Kurt. “You are so lucky you got caught at the grocery store because that’s your ticket out. Now that you’re here with us, you don’t have to go back to the gang. But… you have to use your ticket, Kurt. You have to want out and use the ticket.”


Kurt nodded his head. “I’m gonna use my ticket.”


 


Junction. Texas.


FARRELL set his phone on the passenger seat and tried to watch Neil’s tracker while he drove. He saw his brother had stopped in Junction for almost twenty minutes, and even though he was miles behind when Neil had been in Junction, he had to check it out.


Darkness was falling as he pulled into the first mall he came to, thinking the Dog would be looking for another ride. One spin around the parking lot and he caught a glimpse of pink.


Farrell stopped behind Neil’s truck and called. “Blacky, Neil’s truck is in the Walmart parking lot in Junction. Have it towed in and check for stolen vehicles at that same location. I’m trying to catch up.”


“Yep, I got all that. As soon as I get the tag on the ride they took, I’ll get it out there, then call you.”


“Thanks, bro.”


 


Fogarty’s Buy and Sell Barn. East Austin.


BART DOZED in the dark wondering where he was. He was remembering more now that his head had cleared a little. The gang had sneaked up on him. They’d grabbed him close to his truck and he remembered four or five of the little buggers jumping on him and pulling him down on the ground while the big, ugly guy laughed. They punched him in the face, kicked him and threw rocks at him. He tried to think back on what happened next, and he couldn’t recall it. His body ached all over and he was thankful he couldn’t see how bad he was hurt. Bart let out a groan and there was no one to hear him.


He should have been more careful like the Ranger told him. His stomach growled. Time for supper, but it didn’t look like he’d be getting any. And there was another even bigger problem. He had to piss soon. Very soon.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. North Las Vegas.


ANNIE AND TRAVIS searched the Dog’s residence and found nothing. There were no rugs to look under, and after Travis carefully scrutinized floors, walls and ceilings in each room, he came up empty.


“I’d bet my left nut he’s got money stashed in this house,” said Travis. “But if he has, he did a damn good job of hiding it.”


“Maybe he buried it in the yard,” said Annie, “like a pirate, or like a body.”


Travis raised an eyebrow. “Don’t say that too lightly, girl. You might be close to the truth about a body.”


Annie made a face as she headed for the door. They were locking up and leaving to go back to their motel when a loud rumble sounded off in the distance.


“Somebody’s pissed about the clubhouse,” said Travis, “and it sounds like a lot of somebodies coming our way.”


They ran for the rental Jeep and hopped in.


“Circle the block, sugar and we’ll get out of their way.” Annie hopped in the shotgun seat and pointed her rifle at the floor.


Travis backed out the drive and scooted around the corner onto the next street as the rumble grew closer and closer. The engines quieted for a few minutes before they started up again. The rev of the Harley’s was followed by a loud boom.


Flames were visible from a block away shooting up over the rooftops. A homecoming present for the Dog.


Retribution.


Bikers lived for it.


Annie smiled and called it in.


 


I-10 West.


“I NEED SLEEP,” said Neil. “I’ve been driving for hours.”


“Tough shit, kid.” growled the Dog. “Suck it up and keep going.”


“Can’t,” said Neil. “I’m not shittin you, Mr. mean Dog, I’m falling asleep and I’m gonna crash.”


“You fuckin wimp. Pull into the next rest stop and we’ll sleep for an hour. No longer. I’m in a hurry.”


“You’re in a hurry to get dead,” said Neil. “Mom won’t let you live.”


The Dog grinned at him. “That’s what you think, punk.”


That’s what I know.


Ten miles passed and the blue sign for the rest area showed up in the headlights. Neil flicked on his blinker and made the turn.






 




CHAPTER NINE


Tuesday, February 17th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Fletcher sat at the kitchen table finishing their coffee. Lily had retreated to her office to work on the tips that continued to roll in after Cat’s call to action. One had been good, and Blaine hoped for another one that was legit.


“Anything from Farrell?” asked Fletcher.


Before Blaine could answer the dogs barked and ran to the front foyer. He went to see who it was because he wasn’t expecting anyone, and no one could get through the gate unless one of the junkers let them in.


“Hammer? You’re here in Austin? Why? Is Misty with you?” Blaine peered out the door over Hammer’s shoulder. “Where the hell is Misty?”


Hammer shrugged. “Couldn’t find her again after I lost her in bayou country, boss, and didn’t want to waste any more time on it.”


Blaine felt heat prickle up the back of his neck and rammed his hands deep into his pockets, so he wouldn’t strike the asshole in front of him. “And you think that’s your call?” Blaine shouted and both dogs barked.


“Waste of time and money,” said Hammer. “I figured I’d be more useful here.”


“If I want to waste your time and my money to keep Misty safe, I fuckin well will.” Blaine’s hands were free of his pockets and he gave Hammer a healthy push backwards. “And I’ll waste as much as I goddam well want. You’re fired.” Blaine turned his back on Hammer to keep from hitting him. “I’ll have Lil pay you up to date by tomorrow.”


Hammer grinned. “You’re kidding, right boss? You can’t fire me. You need me.”


“I don’t need anybody who can’t follow an order. Weakens my team.” Blaine turned and pointed at the door. “Get out. You’re done.”


Hammer stomped out and Blaine locked the door behind him. He let the junkers know Hammer was not allowed through the gate then returned to his chair in the kitchen, slumped down and said, “Shit, now I don’t know where Mist is.”


Fletcher raised an eyebrow but offered no comment.


Lily ran through the kitchen door with a yellow post-it in her hand. “This might be a real one, boss. Campers spotted an RV in the Bastrop campground with eight or ten teenage kids hanging around.”


Blaine took the slip of paper. “Great. See if you can find any RV’s that got ripped off—dealers or privately. Fletch and I will go check it out.”


 


I-10 West.


FARRELL HADN’T SLEPT. He smoked, drove with the window down, letting cold air blow in his face, and he chugged back a couple of energy drinks to keep him alert. If the Dog stopped anywhere for a couple of hours, he’d be right on top of him and Neil soon.


It was surprising that nothing had come in from highway patrol on the tag.


Have they changed rides again?


I want to call Neil’s cell, but I can’t. The Dog will know I’m on him.


 


Phoenix. Arizona.


ON THE NORTH end of Phoenix, the Dog pointed to a Citgo service center with a convenience store attached. “Fill up with gas and get us some food. I’ve got to take a piss.” The Dog stuck out a big hand when Neil stopped at the pumps. He left the engine running. “Shut it down and gimme the keys.”             


“There are no keys, asshole. Remember? And you already took my fuckin phone,” said Neil. “What do you think I’m gonna do? Take off without you? Of course, I am, so you better think up some way to stop me.”


“You’re a smart-mouth kid and I’d like nothing better than to shut you up,” said the Dog. “We’ll both go in together and if you do anything—and I mean anything—I’ll kill the first person I see.” The Dog chuckled. “Don’t think I won’t.”


Neil had lapsed into silent mode waiting for his chance to get away from the Dog and call Farrell if he spotted a pay phone. His brother wouldn’t be far behind. Neil had been checking the rear view ever since daylight.


Doesn’t matter where the Dog ends up. Mom will kill him.


Neil trudged inside the store behind the dog, exhausted, stiff and sore from sitting for hours behind the wheel. He grabbed a Red Bull, two bottles of water, then checked out the premade food in the cooler. With two turkey sandwiches and a bag of Lay’s, Neil waited his turn at the checkout and paid. He hadn’t seen the Dog come out of the men’s room, but maybe he was already in the SUV.


Should he ask to use the phone and take a chance on the Dog hurting people in the store like he said he would? Or should he wait for Farrell to catch up? Neil walked outside with the bag in his hand hoping the SUV was gone, but it wasn’t.


The Dog sat in the shotgun seat smoking and waiting for his driver. Neil tossed the bag across the console and slid behind the wheel. “I was hoping you left without me.”


“Why in hell would I do that?” asked the Dog. “You’re my retirement fund.”


Neil cranked his head around and stared. “No. You’re not gonna make my Mom suffer. Your asshole buddy did enough of that already.”


The Dog grinned. “I’ve got to make up my losses somehow, and you just waltzed right in and showed me the way to do it.”


“I hope you die trying to ransom me,” said Neil. “Another one of your terrible ideas.”


 


FARRELL glanced at the screen on his cell—the phone sitting face up on the passenger seat. “I wish Neil could call me,” he said out loud, “but the first thing the Dog would do, he’d grab Neil’s phone. Even if the Dog has it in his pocket, it still tells me where they are.”


Farrell slowed for an intersection in Phoenix and studied the screen. Morristown exit on route sixty. “They must be getting gas.”


The phone rang while Farrell stared at it and scared him out of his boxers. “Blacky, what?”


“Stolen vehicle from the Junction Walmart is a gray Hyundai SUV.”


“Thanks, bro. I’ll let Annie know so she can watch for it.”


“Where are you?” asked Blaine.


“Driving north through Phoenix. I’m not too far behind them.”


“Be careful. If he tries anything with Neil or Mom, kill him.”


“You got it,” said Farrell. He ended the call thinking about a gray Hyundai. The call had made him more alert and he felt better. He pressed Annie’s contact and told her about the vehicle.


“How close are you, sweetheart?”


“North of Phoenix. I’m not far away and I might be able to help you and Travis when I get there.”


“I’ll move to the Nugget and get us a suite for tonight. The Dog’s house is closer to downtown.”


“Text me the room number when you get it. Love you.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE finished his coffee in the Chief’s office while he waited for Kurt to be brought from the holding cells in the basement to one of the interrogation rooms on the first floor.


“Think he’s got much to offer?” asked the Chief.


“Don’t know,” said Jesse. “Sounds like he hasn’t been in the gang for too long and he’s very young. Not saying he isn’t smart. He’s smart enough to see a way out. He might not know anything, but it’s worth a try.”


“Why aren’t the parents out beating the bushes for these kids?” asked the Chief. “I don’t get it. Things are different than when my girls were in school.”


Jesse made a trip to the vending machine and bought a Dr. Pepper for Kurt. He strode into room number two and put the soda can on the table.


He looks tired and pale.


Jesse sat down and turned on the recorder. “How was your night, Kurt?”


“Not too bad. Kind of lonely down there.”


“Let’s see if we can get you a ‘get out of jail free’ card.”


Kurt smiled. “I like Monopoly.”


“Okay, let’s pick up where we left off. I told you what I know about your gang and now it’s your turn.”


Kurt leaned forward in his chair. “Only thing I’m worried about is this: the boss said if we talked to the cops we’d be sorry. Sorry or dead. Those were his exact words.”


“We’re on top of him and might have him in custody soon. Then he won’t be a threat to anybody. All the boys can go back home and get their lives back on track.”


“I met a couple kids I liked, but most of them were bullies and they were mean as shit.”


Jesse nodded. “Where was the gang staying when you guys went to rob the grocery store?”


“We were at one of the trailer parks we’d been to before. I can’t tell you which one because they all looked about the same—broken down trailers, dirt roads and long grass. But that was only our team. Basil broke us up into teams of eight and each team stayed at a different location with an older guy that rode a Harley. We worked a different area, selling drugs and recruiting at schools he told us to go to. He said it was safer for us if we weren’t all together. Robbing the food store was supposed to stock us up for the new place. Basil said we’d need lots of food and drinks because we were going camping.”


“Camping? But he didn’t say where?”


“Not when I was there,” said Kurt. “But then I got caught and that’s all I heard. The cops took me to the police station from the grocery store, then the black-haired Latino guy picked me up from that police station and brought me here.”


“Do you want me to call your parents to come pick you up, Kurt?”


“Do you mean I can leave?”


“I can have you released into the custody of your parents if they come and sign for you.”


Kurt frowned. “Don’t know if they would do that after I ran away. They might be super pissed at me.”


“Give me your last name and your home number and I’ll give it a try. Meantime, you’ll be safe in your cell downstairs while you wait.”


Jesse sent Kurt back to holding and sat down to phone the kids parents. His cell rang in his hand. “Lily, have you got something?”


“Boss wants you to go to this address. This couple, Mr. and Mrs. Hicks had their RV stolen out of their driveway. We got a tip that the gang might be camping down in Bastrop.”


“I just heard the camping rumor too. I’ve got one call to make, then I’m on my way.”


Blaine tried Kurt Saxton’s home number and there was no answer. He left a message and hoped the kid’s parents cared enough to call back.


 


Morristown. Arizona.


FARRELL flicked on his blinker when he saw the exit sign for Morristown. “This is where Neil got off and then back on. Maybe just for gas, but I’d better check.” He cruised along slowly keeping a sharp eye out for the first gas station. He spotted it on his left—Citgo. He waited for traffic to clear, then made his turn and pulled up to the pumps.


Farrell took in the whole scene while he filled up with gas. Nothing unusual. No gray SUV and no Neil. Okay they got gas and kept going. Farrell bought a snack, a couple bottles of water, a six-pack of Red Bull and he was back on the highway.


How many minutes had he wasted? He checked the time on his phone. Seven minutes total.


He turned on the siren and pulled into the passing lane.


 


Hick’s Residence. East Austin.


JESSE knocked on the door of the Hick’s residence and Mrs. Hicks let him in. Lily had called ahead, and they knew he was coming. The couple were both in their late sixties, retired and supposed to be enjoying their golden years.


“We can sit in here, Ranger Quantrall,” said Mrs. Hicks. She showed Jesse into a small front room furnished with a dark brown loveseat, two matching recliners and a flat screen that looked new. A huge basket overflowing with balls of wool in all different colors sat next to one of the chairs.


“Miss Duke said you’d be along, but we already reported the unit stolen,” said Mr. Hicks.


Jesse sat on the loveseat and the Hick’s each sat in their own recliner. “And y’all are wondering why I’m here. Nothing to worry about. A follow up, that’s all it is. We think the East End gang might have taken your RV and we wondered if y’all had seen anyone outside or heard anything when it was taken?”


Mr. Hicks frowned. “You mean that gang of hoodlums who killed the pharmacist?”


“It hasn’t been confirmed, but my partner is searching for your RV right now and he may have more information in an hour or two.”


“We didn’t see or hear anything useful,” said Mrs. Hicks. We sleep soundly most nights and didn’t even know it was gone until Bill looked out the front window after breakfast.”


“I have the stolen vehicle report with the details,” said Jesse. “Anything unique about your RV that might help me?”


“The biggest worry I had, Ranger,” said Mr. Hicks, “and I didn’t mention it to the officer that filled out the report, was the shotgun I keep under the bed in the RV. There’s a box of ammo in the top dresser drawer too.” He nodded his gray head. “That’s been weighing on my mind a little.”


“Good to know,” said Jesse, “and I thank you for the warning. We’ll be extra careful when we find your vehicle.”


“Do you think it will be all messed up when we get it back?” asked Mrs. Hicks.


“I can’t say ma’am, but I hope not. Let’s think positive thoughts.”


Mrs. Hicks smiled. “Yes, let’s.”


 


Kingman. Arizona.


THE DOG pointed and barked out an order when Neil hit the I-40 intersection. “Go left into Kingman. He couldn’t go much farther without a rest. His leg was killing him, worst it had ever been, and he’d forgotten the antiseptic cream and the pain medication in his haste to get away from Annie’s ranch. He should have waited one more day, done more planning and been better prepared. Wasn’t like him to dive into a situation without being ready. The Dog was always ready. Always.


One more mistake in a long string of them since he’d met Annie. She’d turned his life upside down. Could he have turned things around and lived with Annie? Maybe, but he wasn’t sure he trusted her. He was attracted to her and thought he might possibly love her, but could he ever fit into her world? He shook his head thinking about it.


I’m no cowboy.


Nothing left for him now, but the job offer in Mexico. The Pena Cartel was the one he hadn’t mentioned in the bullshit he’d given to the Latino kid and the Governor. He’d told them enough to get his ass out of the bind he was in and that’s all he needed to say. A fair trade.


He had to start over completely on his own. He’d pick up the money he had stashed at his house, sell this kid back to Annie for a million, pack up everything he wanted to keep, pick up his false ID and drive down to Yuma. Somewhere along ninety-five south, he’d dump the kid where Annie could find him, but not until he had a couple hours head start. Once he was gone, nobody would ever see him again.


A loose plan, but he’d make it work. She’d know what a low-life Dog he really was and that would hurt, but he’d get over it. The money would help him heal.


He spotted the truck stop he’d been to many times on his bike and pointed. “In there,” he snapped at Neil who’d gone silent. All the better. The kid was smart and had a smart mouth on him.


Neil made the turn into the busy truck center and parked in front of the restaurant. “Should I leave it running?”


“Of course, leave it running, you asshole, we have no fuckin key.” The Dog pointed Annie’s stolen Beretta in Neil’s direction. “Don’t bother doing anything stupid while we’re here, or I’ll kill the first person that crosses my path, and it will be on you.”


Neil nodded, left the SUV in park and stepped out.


The Dog opened the passenger door and struggled to get out. Grunting from the intensified pain in his leg when he put his weight on it, the Dog opened the back door of the SUV to get the crutches and out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed a vehicle pulling in behind them—sideways.


“Fucker is blocking us in,” he mumbled to Neil. “Keep your mouth shut.” He turned his head to see what the fuck the guy was doing and read the logo on the side of the SUV. Arizona Highway Patrol.


“Fuck,” said the Dog and motioned for Neil to get behind him as the cop approached. The Dog bent down and pulled the knife out of his boot. The one he’d stolen from Annie’s arsenal. He smiled, held the knife down at his side and let the uniform get closer.


“Afternoon, sir. Could I see your license and registration?”


The Dog grinned. “Sure can.”


 


NEIL SAW the knife too late to stop the dog. In one swift motion, Dougie plunged the knife into the trooper’s neck, shoved him bodily into the back of the SUV and leaned into the vehicle to finish the job. The Dog’s upper body strength was second to none and slitting throats seemed to be no problem for him, even standing on one leg.


Paralyzed, Neil didn’t know whether to run for the restaurant and take his chances or try to take down the Dog. Before he had time to weigh his options, the Dog stuck the bloody knife in Neil’s ribs and pushed him towards the trooper’s car.


“Get in and drive,” growled the Dog. He shoved harder on the knife and Neil felt the tip of the blade pierce his shirt and dig into his skin.


Blood leaked through Neil’s shirt as he slid behind the wheel of the cruiser. He grit his teeth against the pain in his side and wondered how in hell he was supposed to drive a vehicle that looked so foreign to him. The keys were in the ignition waiting. Neil turned the key, shoved the Ford into gear and headed back to the interstate.


“Why’d you have to kill the cop?” Neil could hardly breathe. He’d never been so scared in his whole freaked out life.


“Shut up. You do what you have to do, kid. Nothing more and nothing less.”


“Oh, that again. You’ll get the needle for that. Nothing more and nothing less.” Neil couldn’t help smiling.


“Shut up and drive. That’s your job. My job is brainwork.”


Neil laughed out loud.


Calls blasted out of the radio. Numbers and codes. Neither one of them knew what the dispatcher was saying.


“Shut that fucking thing off,” barked the Dog. “I need to sleep.”


“Sleep?” hollered Neil. “You just killed a cop. Do you know how fast they’ll be on our asses?”


“Us in a cop car? Think again. We’re home free.”


“You’re out of your mind.”


 


FARRELL wasn’t far behind. He turned left onto the I-40, lights flashing and sirens wailing. He didn’t care if the Dog heard him coming. He’d kill the fucker on sight for kidnapping his brother. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a gathering of police vehicles at the truck stop on the right hand side of the road. He pulled into the turning lane and eased into the parking lot.


First officers on the scene were cordoning off an area around a gray SUV. Farrell rammed his truck into park, left the strobes flashing and ran to the vehicle. He flashed his creds and asked, “Can you tell me what happened here?”


A short cop with short gray hair and a moustache scrutinized his ID and said, “You’re from Texas, Deputy Donovan. What’s your interest here, sir?”


The guy wore a suit, so Farrell figured him for a detective or higher. “The guy who stole this SUV kidnapped my brother and I’m trailing them. I want to know what happened, or if my brother is hurt.”


“The only victim is one of our own. A highway patrolman is lying in the back of the vehicle with his throat cut.”


Farrell’s breath left his body and he grabbed onto the fender of the next vehicle.


That could have been Neil.


“A witness saw two people leave in the trooper’s squad. One a blond-haired boy and one a big chunky fellow with crutches.”


“That’s them,” said Farrell. “I’ve got to catch up.”


The cop in the suit grabbed his arm. “I’m not letting you leave until I know what you know.”


Farrell flipped out a card. “Call my boss, Ranger Blackmore at this number. He knows what’s going on and he’ll be happy to fill y’all in. I’ll help you later too, but I can’t right now. The maniac has my brother.”


The cop frowned. “And who would this maniac be, sir?”


“Dougie the Dog Robertson. King of the B team.”


“Goddam bikers.”


 


FARRELL slewed back onto the I-40 and headed for the route ninety-three intersection. Another hour and a half and he’d be in Vegas. Neil might be half an hour ahead of him after his stop at the murder scene. He pressed Annie’s contact and waited.


“Hey, baby are you almost here?”


“Mom, are you at the Dog’s house?”


“Yep, we’re here waiting. You sound wound up, sugar.”


“Dougie killed an Arizona trooper and took his squad. That’s what Neil is driving, Mom. A fuckin squad car. Watch out. Take the murdering bastard out the first chance you get.”


“I will baby. I wish Neil hadn’t seen that. How long will you be?”


“Hour and a half. I’ve got the siren on.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Neighborhood. Las Vegas.


ANNIE pressed end and another call came in. Dougie. “Where are you? I want you to let Neil go.”


Dougie laughed. “I know you do, baby. That’s why I’m offering you a deal too good to refuse. You bring a million big ones to the hospital parking lot in Blythe, I dump Neil and head south on my own.”


Annie scribbled on a notepad and passed it to Travis sitting behind the wheel of the rental Jeep. He jumped out to make a call.


“How do I know you won’t kill him before I get there?”


“Would I do that?”


“Damn right you would.”


“I give you my word.”


“Your word is worthless.”


“Enough.” The Dog’s voice had an edge to it Annie had never heard. This was the real Dog. “Do you want your kid or not?”


“Of course, I do. I can’t get the money until morning, and even then, it will take an hour or two to order an amount that large.”


“Do what you have to do. We’ll do the exchange at noon. High noon like in the old westerns.”


“Neil better be untouched, or you’ll get nothing from me but a bullet.”


“The kid will be fine.”


“Okay. I’ll see you at noon.”


 


TRAVIS JUMPED out of the Jeep and called Farrell. “He’s calling about a deal for Neil, partner. Don’t come up to Vegas. He’s changed his mind and turned off somewhere. He told Annie they’ll make the switch in the Blythe hospital parking lot tomorrow at noon.”


“Okay, I’m turning around. I’ll scout out the area down there and see if I can spot the Arizona squad car.”


“Annie told him she needs most of the morning to order the money, pick it up and drive down there. I’m not sure if she’s going for the money or has something else in mind. She’s still on the phone with him.”


“She probably has a plan of some kind shaping up. I’m heading to Blythe. Call me back as soon as you know.”


Travis opened the door of the Jeep and Annie had ended the call.


“Good thing we haven’t checked into the Nugget,” she said. “All our stuff is in the back of the Jeep. Let’s go.”


“We’re leaving the house?” Travis glanced back at the pile of rubble with the crime scene tape around it.


“It’s more important to get Neil. I can kill the Dog anytime.”


“The gang squad has a patrol on it,” said Travis. “They might catch him if he shows.”


 


Blythe. California.


NEIL pulled into the Super Six, one of many motels to choose from at the I-10 interchange outside of Blythe. His side ached where the Dog had cut the skin, and he was bone tired from all the hours of driving.


The Dog cocked the Beretta and pressed the barrel against his temple none too gently. The big ganger had a way of spitting out his words in a low growl that made Neil think of a talking bulldog with a spiked collar he’d seen in cartoons.


“We’re going inside. You’re getting us a room and we’re sleeping until morning. Once your Mommy brings the money she can take you home and I’ll be on my way. Until then, don’t give me any trouble or I’ll stick my knife in your eye.”


“I’m too tired to make trouble,” said Neil. “I’m ready to sleep. Never been so ready.”


 


FARRELL programmed Blythe into the GPS and hoped the nav system gave him the quickest route. He had no time to waste. Neil’s life was at stake.


His cell rang, and he grabbed for it. It almost slipped out of his hand he was in such a sweat. Fear sweat—he never had it. He had it now for Neil. “Annie, what’s the plan?”


“We’re coming now. I didn’t waste time getting the ransom together. It won’t help Neil. Dougie will do his best to kill Neil money or no money.”


Annie’s breathing was weird. Farrell could hear it as she spoke, and he tried to figure it out. She could always calm her breathing. She gave lessons on how to do it.


She’s scared for Neil.


“What are the chances of finding them?” Annie asked.


“I should have a locate on them by the time you catch up.”


“Let me know, sweetheart.”


“I will.”


Don’t fall apart on me, Mom. I need you.


 





 




CHAPTER TEN


Wednesday, February 18th.


 


Blythe. California.


IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT when Neil drove with half-closed eyes through the Super Six parking area looking for a spot.


“Park there, punk.” The Dog pointed. “Leave the pig machine for your pig brother to find and he’ll think we stayed in this fuckin dump.


“Don’t call Farrell a pig,” Neil hollered.


“Like you can stop me?” The Dog waved the gun at him, and Neil clenched his fist wanting more than anything to land one in the Dog’s face. But he held back not wishing to make things worse than they were. If the Dog beat him up, he wouldn’t be able to run or do what he needed to do when the time came. And the time would come. Farrell was out there looking for him.


Neil figured if the Dog was going to trade him for money he couldn’t kill him—at least not yet.


“Get us another ride. Something easier to get in and out of. My leg is fuckin killing me.”


The only vehicles Neil could see were the ones parked close to the poles with the security lights above. Most of the parking lot was in darkness. A couple of older pickups sat near the far fence. They’d be the easiest to boost. He jumped out and slammed his door, the Dog hollering at him.


“Wait for me, asshole,” growled the Dog. “I ain’t having you run off now that I’m this close to a payday.”


Neil turned as the Dog caught up to him.


He’s getting a bit better on the crutches.


“Mom will pay you off with a bullet between the eyes.”


The Dog laughed. “She’s good. But she ain’t as good at strategy as me. I’m a planner.”


Neil stopped and turned to face the miserable Dog. “What the hell happened to your big life plan when you got shot by the cartel and arrested?”


“Shut your filthy mouth and open the truck.”


It took Neil thirty seconds to flick the lock on a white Chevy pickup.


The Dog scrambled in, cursing the whole while because it was even higher than the SUV. “Thought I told you to get something easier for me. You deaf, you stupid asshole?”


“That would be a fuckin blessing, wouldn’t it?” Neil snapped. He hot-wired the engine and tuned the Dog out. The truck roared to life and Neil zoomed out of the parking lot. He braked at the road and asked, “Where to, Dog man?”


Noticeably out of breath from crossing the parking lot and the effort of climbing into the truck, the Dog pointed left. His words came out in a whisper. “Couple more hotels that way.”


Neil drove left for about a quarter mile and pulled into the second one—La Quinta. By then he didn’t care what the stupid fucking Dog wanted. He was getting a hotel—any hotel with beds—and sleeping.


“Park this piece of shit and get us a room.”


Neil was at the reservation desk before the Dog made it through the double glass doors. He used his school Visa Annie had provided and paid for the room. Key cards in hand and no luggage they took the elevator to the second floor.


Neil noticed the Dog slowing down. His walking was worse than it had been. Much worse.


At the door, the Dog grabbed the key card out of Neil’s hand and shoved it into the slot. The green light came on and they were in.


Neil let out a moan and crashed on the first bed inside the door. He closed his eyes and never moved.


The Dog leaned his crutches against the wall and limped towards Neil on the bed. “Found these in the pig machine.” He grinned down at Neil. “Thought they might come in handy.” He snapped a handcuff on Neil’s right wrist and snapped the other one around the shaft of the lamp that was screwed into the nightstand. “Don’t move,” he muttered, “or I’ll slit your throat the same way I did the cop.”


“I’m supposed to sleep with my arm up like this?” Neil landed a vicious kick to the Dog’s good leg and tried to knock him over.


The Dog retaliated with a fist to Neil’s gut that knocked the wind out of him. He grinned as Neil groaned, then limped into the ensuite and did his business with the door open.


Neil lay on the bed wondering if he’d ever breathe normally again.


 The asshole is so fuckin strong.


The Dog emerged from the bathroom, shuffled over to the other bed and clicked off the light.


A prickly sensation began in his cuffed arm and Neil doubted he’d be able to sleep. He closed his eyes and laid perfectly still. Nothing else for it.


With a loud groan people in the next room could have heard, the Dog collapsed onto the other bed.


I’ll wait until he’s asleep.


Neil waited a long time until the Dog’s breathing was even, and he started to snore. Only then did he pull a burner phone out of the pocket of his jeans. He’d bought it earlier in the day when the mean Dog sent him into a convenience store for food and smokes and wasn’t watching him.


 


AT THREE A.M. Farrell cruised every hotel in Blythe. In and out of the parking lots, trying to spot the Arizona squad where Neil had parked it. He started at the lower end of the price range and worked his way up. When he arrived at the hotel with the red roof he hit pay dirt.


He parked and called Annie. “I found the patrol car.”


“Great, sugar. They didn’t try to hide it or anything? Was it too easy?”


“Wasn’t easy, Mom. I drove in and out of hotels and motels forever until I found it.”


“The Dog is devious, sugar. You can’t trust him.”


“What? Do think it’s a trick?”


“Are there other hotels close by?”


“Yeah, a few because of the I-10 interchange.”


“I’m not saying it’s a trick, sugar, but it could be,” said Annie. “We should be there in half an hour. Travis and I will help you find them.”


“Even if they are in this hotel, I can’t take the Dog myself from a locked room. He’ll kill Neil.”


“That’s a fact,” said Annie.


“Think I should ask for help from the locals?”


“Your call, honey. You’re the cop.”


“I’ll check the hotels within walking distance,” said Farrell. “The Dog is on crutches.”


“They might have taken another vehicle,” said Annie. “Dougie couldn’t cross the border in a stolen Arizona squad car.”


“That’s true.” Farrell was so tired he could hardly think. He ended the call to Annie, leaned back on the headrest and closed his eyes.


His phone signaled a text and startled him awake. He gave his head a shake, not realizing he’d dozed off. He picked up his cell and stared at the screen. Not a number he recognized. He read the message.


“La Quinta. 213. White Chevy pickup. N.”


“Holy fuck, Neil. Thank you, baby Jesus,” Farrell hollered though no one was listening to him.


What should he do? Wait for Annie? Wait for morning? Get more help? He couldn’t rush the room. That would have only one result—getting his brother killed.


But he could get ready.


He pressed Annie’s contact. “Somehow, Neil was able to text me, Mom. Don’t know how but he found a way. Write this down.”


Annie let go a big breath. “He’s okay, and now we can help him. I feel a lot better, sugar, and I’m sure you do too.”


“At least we know for sure where he is, and they’ll be coming out at some point. Gives us something to work with.”


“We’ll set up outside,” said Annie. “Cover off all the exits and keep an eye on the truck. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


 


NEIL WOKE when the first gray fingers of dawn poked through the hotel draperies. The Dog snored on, tired from his romp through Texas and Arizona and edging over the California line. He’d slit a cop’s throat and was still able to sleep like a baby.


Neil jerked on the handcuff. The lampshade rattled but the lamp held firm to the nightstand. “Unlock this,” he hollered over at the Dog. “I have to piss.”


“Shut up. I’m sleeping.”


Neil threw a pillow at the Dog. “Get up and undo this cuff, you piece of shit, asshole.” Neil screamed the words out as loud as he could, and the Dog sat up.


“Shut up, or I’ll shut you up.” The Dog stood on one leg, fished the key out of his jeans and undid the cuff.


Neil booked it to the bathroom and locked himself in. He used the facilities, then pulled the phone out of his pocket to see if Farrell had said anything.


“Mom’s here. All set outside.”


Neil nodded. He pulled his shirt up and checked the spot in his side where the Dog had knifed him. Crusty with blood and sore as hell, but he had nothing to put on the ugly looking gash. If he tried washing it, it might come open again. Better to leave it for now.


“Hurry up in there, punk,” said the Dog.


Neil unlocked the door and the Dog stood right in front of him. “Cuff yourself to the air conditioner. Do it. I’m watching.”


Neil walked across the room to the table in the corner. He sat down, clicked the cuff on his right wrist onto the air conditioner slats and waited. Nothing to do but wait for the Dog’s master plan to unfold.


The Dog stomped out of the bathroom, unlocked the cuff and pointed at the bed. “Go back to sleep. We ain’t getting up yet.”


“I’m up and I’m staying up,” said Neil. “I’m hungry.”


“Lie on your bed, kid so I can do up the fuckin cuff. I need to sleep for another hour.”


Shit, another hour to wait.


Neil laid on his bed and let the Dog cuff him to the lamp.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE COULDN’T sleep for worrying about his family in peril from the filthy Doug Robertson. He should have killed him when he had the chance. Would have been best for all concerned. Now Neil was in mortal danger because of the goddam thug, and people in high places had caused the situation thinking they could manipulate information out of the dirty Dog.


Barely six a.m. He padded down the staircase and made a left turn into the kitchen. He needed coffee before his foul mood intensified and he began another day by pissing people off. The dogs bounced around his legs, wanting out before he made coffee. He made them wait.


“Y’all can wait a couple of minutes until I get this started.”


Lexi nudged his leg with her wet nose and Hoodoo gave a little bark of impatience.


Blaine pushed the button and both dogs raced for the back door. “I’ll have a quick smoke outside,” he said to the breeze as he stepped onto the porch in his bare feet. “Not too warm this morning.”


Wonder if it’s warm in California?


 


La Quinta Hotel. Blythe. California.


TRAVIS SPELLED Farrell off for a couple of hours watching the front door of the hotel, so Farrell could sleep in his truck. At daylight, they were pacing and planning and preparing for the difficult day ahead.


Annie drove down the road to the golden arches and brought back breakfast sandwiches and coffee for the three of them. “I wonder if Neil’s hungry?” she asked Farrell.


“Don’t know, Mom, but the Dog had to eat, so Neil probably ate at the same time.”


 


“ORDER FOOD,” were the first words Neil heard when he opened his eyes. His right arm had gone numb attached in an unnatural way to the lamp on the nightstand.


“Can’t. My fuckin arm is numb, thanks to you, asshole. I can’t even move my goddam shoulder.” Neil winced, reached across with his left hand and tried to rub circulation into the joint.


“Suck it up, mouthpiece. Be happy I ain’t killed you… yet.” The Dog grunted as he stood on one leg, reached over and undid the cuff. “Pick up that phone and dial room service and tell them to make it snappy. I’m fuckin on the edge.”


“You were on the edge before you were hungry,” Neil growled back at him. He picked up the handset, looked at the list and dialed eight. “What do you want?” he asked the Dog while he waited for them to pick up.


“Big breakfast. I might not get to eat until I get to Mexico.”


“Is there a menu over there on the table?” asked Neil.


“Fuck the menu. Tell them what we want.”


“Sure thing, boss.” Room service came on the line and Neil ordered off the top of his head. “Scrambled eggs, bacon, toast and coffee, times two. And could you put a rush on it, please? Thanks a lot.”


The Dog sat on the side of the bed and nodded his head. Three days of dark scruff on the Dog’s face made him look more intimidating, but Neil wasn’t scared. He had a secret weapon waiting outside.


Farrell.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY buzzed into the kitchen with her coffee mug in one hand and a message slip in the other. “Pawn shop robbery yesterday. May or may not be related, but as you’ll see when you pull up the incident report, only weapons were taken.”


“Good catch, Lil,” said Blaine. “Fletch and I will run over there first thing before we check out the campground. Might be good to know if we’re up against a huge arsenal.”


Lily shook her head. “Don’t know if the store will be open, boss. The owner is in the hospital. The kids clobbered him and left him for dead.”


“Shit,” said Blaine. “See if Jesse has time to go to the hospital. I want to see if Teckford is in the RV at the campground with his gang of kids. If it’s them, I’m going to organize the tactical team and take the fuckers down.”


Lil picked up her coffee. “I’ll call Jesse.


 


Fogarty’s Buy and Sell Barn. East Austin.


WITHOUT FOOD and water for too long, Bart drifted in and out of consciousness. His dreams were of the farm and about his dog. He could see Biscuit running to him across the pasture field. “Here, boy,” he called, and Biscuit ran through the tall grass and jumped in the back of his truck.


 


La Quinta Hotel. Blythe. California.


NEIL SAT at the corner table in the hotel room cuffed to the air conditioner while the Dog enjoyed himself in the bathroom. The breakfast hadn’t been too bad, but Neil was racking up all kinds of charges for the Dog on his school Visa that Annie paid for. Wasn’t right and it was pissing him off. Everything about the Dog pissed him off. His whole reading week was going to hell in a handbasket and there wasn’t one fucking thing he could do about it.


The bathroom door opened, a cloud of steam seeped into the room and the Dog came limping out wrapped in a towel. “You should take a shower.”


“What for? I don’t have any clean clothes.”


“Makes you feel better.”


“Bullshit,” hollered Neil. “I won’t feel better until I get away from you and get home.”


The Dog grinned. “You don’t like my company? Your beautiful mama likes it. Want to hear some of the details?”


“No. Uncuff me. My arm hurts.”


“Shut up. You can sit there until I’m ready to go. Won’t be long now.”


 


Bastrop. Texas.


BLAINE AND FLETCH were on their way to Bastrop to the campground when the Chief called. “Yes, sir. What’s up?”


“DPS is wondering about the BOLO on Bart’s truck. They’re saying it’s still parked at the blue barn. Never moved since they last called it in.”


“Shit, okay,” said Blaine. “As soon as we eyeball the campers, we’ll go straight to the barn and check on Bart.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


JESSE received the call from Lily right after breakfast and headed into the city. He had an appointment with his new doctor at one o’clock anyway, so stopping off at Saint Mike’s wasn’t a problem.


He inquired at the reception desk in the lobby and asked for the room number of a Mr. Alec Friedman, the name Lil had given him.


“Mr. Friedman is on the third floor, sir,” said the volunteer in the pale green uniform. “the elevators are right down that hallway.”


Jesse knew where the elevators were, he’d been in that hospital so many times for countless reasons, but he thanked her anyway.


On the third floor, he passed the nurses’ station and had almost reached the door of Mr. Friedman’s room when a woman came out of the room sobbing. A nurse was escorting her somewhere down the hall.


Jesse stuck his head in the room and saw a doctor talking to another nurse. A blanket was pulled up over the head of the patient. Mr. Friedman was dead.


Jesse retreated to the coffee shop on the main floor, sat at a table and called Blacky. “Mr. Friedman died just as I got here.”


“Jesus Murphy,” hollered Blaine. “That’s another one.”


“Where are you now?” asked Jesse.


“Crossing the bridge in Bastrop. I’m gonna see if the East Enders are the ones in the RV. If they are, I’m organizing a takedown.”


“Let me know. I want to be there.”


 


Bastrop Campground.


BLAINE TURNED off the highway on the other side of the river where the sign pointed into the campground.


“Do they know your truck, boss?” asked Fletcher. “Should we… like park a little way back and sneak up on ‘em?”


“Uh huh. Might be a better plan. They do know my truck.”


“How do we know which spot they’re in?”


Blaine stopped at the office just inside the gate. “We’ll find out.”


The man behind the counter looked up when Blaine and Fletch came through the door. “Full up. No spots. Sorry.” He went back to doing his crossword.


Blaine slapped his creds on the counter and said, “I’d like some information, please, Mr.…?”


“Wardle, Carl Wardle.”


“Mr. Wardle, I’d like you to tell me if you have a campsite rented to a man who looks like this.” Blaine pushed the eight by ten of Kyle Teckford across the counter. “He has an RV and he’d have a bunch of kids with him.”


Wardle stared at Teckford’s mug shot for about thirty seconds. “Don’t think so.”


“Look again. It would be in your best interest to get this person out of your park. He could endanger other campers.”


Wardle shrugged. Blaine could tell the man was lying, but why? Had Teckford threatened him?


“An obstruction charge and a fine will cost more than Teckford is paying you, sir,” said Blaine. “Think about it.”


Wardle had clammed up and was saying no more.


“Let’s go,” said Blaine.


“I think he was lying,” said Fletch as he jumped into the truck. “Why would he protect a killer?”


“Teckford might have bribed him… or threatened him,” said Blaine. “Some people are easily scared off.” He drove slowly along the narrow dirt trail that wound through all of the sites. “Keep your eyes open.”


Fletcher had his window down and concentrated on his side of the road. Some of the vehicles, truck campers, tents and soft top trailers were hard to spot, they were buried so deep in the trees. “I see a huge RV down near the river. Think that’s it?”


“See any kids?”


“Yep. Four of them sitting outside at the picnic table.”


Blaine parked. “Let’s go talk to them.”


 


La Quinta Hotel. Blythe. California.


ANNIE sat on a wrought iron bench under a tree directly across from the hotel entrance. It was a small garden area that belonged to the hotel for use by guests wanting to read or relax outside. Anyone coming out the front door couldn’t miss seeing her.


Travis watched the rear entrance and they’d double checked to make sure there were only the two exits.


Farrell was hidden from sight, perched on a tree branch above Annie’s head, directly across from the front doors.


The day was cloudy and cool. There would be no reflections to worry about.


They were ready.


 


NEIL WATCHED the Dog tug his boots on and almost felt sorry for the asshole. His leg was worse. Neil knew the Dog had been walking on it way too much and he was no doctor, but anybody could tell by the Dog’s face how much pain he was in.


Once the Dog was dressed, he limped over and uncuffed Neil from the air conditioner and cuffed him to his own thick wrist. He grinned as he clicked the cuff shut. “You’re with me kid. For better or worse. If they try to double-cross me, they’ll kill you too.” The Dog had a chuckle over that one.


“Aren’t you using the crutches?” asked Neil.


“Can’t risk it. Getting all tangled up in those things might get me killed.”


“Okay. I see your point.” Neil had to walk alongside the Dog and a little in front. Choices were limited with them chained together.


The Dog stuck his head out the door of the room and waited until there was no one in the hallway on their floor before venturing out and heading for the elevator. Standing close together the cuffs weren’t too obvious unless Neil chose to make them that way.


I’ll go along for the ride because the ride will soon be over.


The Dog limped off the elevator when the doors opened at ground level and Neil tried to keep in step, so the chain wouldn’t pull on his wrist and the gun wouldn’t poke him anymore than it was already doing. One redeeming factor, the crippled Dog walked slow—turtle slow.


“Why are you so fuckin quiet?” asked the Dog.


“What good would hollering and assholing around do? You’ve got a gun in my ribs and it might go off.”


“So true.” The Dog grinned as they passed through the lobby.


Neil opened the inner glass door and tried not to register the relief he felt when he saw Annie sitting on the bench across from the entrance.


 


DOUGIE SUCKED in a breath when he saw Annie sitting on the bench but tried not to show his surprise. “Hey, there’s my beautiful woman,” said the Dog. “She couldn’t wait to see me at the hospital parking lot, so she tracked me down. She’s a smart one.”


“Yeah, she is,” said Neil. “That’s probably your money in the duffel bag beside her.”


“Wouldn’t count on it, kid. She’s a tricky one.”


Neil opened the second door with his free hand and Dougie pressed the barrel of the Beretta harder into the kid’s ribs. If he was going down, he was taking Annie’s kid with him. Just the way it was.


There was no sun in the sky as they stepped outside, but the day was warm. Annie stood up with a big smile on her face.


 


NEIL KNEW it was coming, yet when it came he was startled. Neil knew Farrell better than he knew himself. They’d been together all their lives looking after each other. Neil knew the drill. How many times had Farrell made him practice?


Even after they got lucky and Annie took them off the streets of San Angelo, they practiced. Neil protested every time that he didn’t need to practice any more and still Farrell made him do it.


What to do if?


Kidnapping was a possibility. Annie was rich. It had happened to Jackson. It had happened to Blacky. It had never happened to Farrell or Neil. Not until now.


 Annie was in position and Neil knew they were set. He had to do his part.


He pulled the door open and the Dog prodded him forward with the gun pressed tightly into his ribs.


Annie smiled, and Neil dropped to the pavement. The same nanosecond Neil dropped, he heard the shot.


Without making a sound, the Dog crashed down beside him. Still attached by the wrist—but dead. No time to pull the trigger and kill Neil. Farrell was too fast for the Dog. A bullet in the middle of the Dog’s forehead.


Dead Dog.


 


FARRELL JUMPED down out of the tree and ran across the hotel driveway to help Neil up. His brother was still chained by his wrist to the Dog. “You okay, bro?”


Neil nodded. “A little winded. The Dog is heavy, but I’m fine.” He managed a smile for Farrell. “Better than I’ve been since I left the ranch.” He glanced at his shirt and his arms and his jeans, “Well, except for the blood.”


Farrell knelt down and searched the pockets of the Dog’s jeans and pulled out the key to the cuffs. He unlocked Neil’s cuff and winced at the gouge deep in the skin of his brother’s wrist. The cuffs had dug in real good when Neil dove onto the pavement.


“We’ll get that fixed up, said Farrell. “Soon as we get clear of the locals, we’re out of here.”


Annie sobbed as she held Neil in her arms. “I’m so sorry, baby. This was a mistake on my part.” She glared down at the dead Dog lying at their feet. “Not my regular job and I botched it up good. Won’t happen again.”


 


Bastrop Campground. Texas.


BLAINE AND FLETCH strolled casually towards the picnic table where the young boys were playing cards. “Hey, guys, how’s your day going?”


“Cops,” hollered one of the kids and they scattered in all directions.


“Shit,” said Blaine. He grabbed the closest one and cuffed him as he hollered, “Catch any that you can, Fletch.”


“What’s going on out here?” Teckford was at the door with a shotgun in his hand. “My boys haven’t done nothin. You best be getting off our campsite.”


Mr. Hick’s shotgun.


“Mr. Teckford, you’re under arrest on suspicion of murder,” hollered Blaine. He aimed his Beretta at Teckford’s head. “Put down the gun.”


Teckford laughed. “That won’t be happening, kid cop.” He ducked inside and slammed the door.


Blaine called it in. He needed more people.


Fletch came back with another kid. “Only caught one.”


“Cuff him to the water tap with this one,” said Blaine. “Teckford’s inside. I called for backup.”


Blaine edged towards the back of the RV staying low in front of the windows. He was almost ready to round the back corner when Teckford blasted out the back door on the run.


“Stop or I’ll shoot,” Blaine gave the warning as Teckford ran towards a thicket of bushes. Teckford never slowed down. Blaine pulled the trigger three times in succession.


With a loud grunt, Teckford fell on his face in the grass. One of the kids ran back and helped him up and they ran towards the river.


Sirens sounded on the road and Blaine had to go back. On the run he phoned Jesse. “Need the dogs at the campground in Bastrop. Teckford’s on the run. I hit him. I’m pretty sure.”


“Hope you hit him good,” said Jesse.


“Not good enough.”


 


La Quinta Hotel. Blythe. California.


SIRENS WAILED INTO the drive-through area at the front of the hotel. The local sheriff arrived on the scene with two backup units. Curious guests of the hotel had surged through the front doors moments after the shot, wanting to be among the first to be horrified by the sight of the dead Dog on the pavement.


“What happened? Is there a murderer loose?” Questions they shouted while making a video of the half-headed Dog for YouTube or their Facebook page.


Farrell blocked the entrance and herded them back inside with a warning. “Y’all stay inside until the crime scene people are done out front. Hear me?”


“What if we need to go out to the parking lot?”


He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Use the other exit.”


The manager on duty stuck her head out and Farrell had to repeat himself. “Make the other exit available for the guests,” he said. “This will take a couple of hours.”


Sheriff Bob Dunsmore was six feet tall, bald and close to three hundred pounds. Might not have passed a physical in the past few months. He stood beside his squad, stared at the big Dog’s corpse with half a head missing and said, “Somebody explain this to me.”


Farrell showed his creds and the Sheriff nodded. “Okay Ranger Donovan, you’re up.”


Farrell gave a capsule version of the Dog kidnapping Neil, and how they had ended up in Blythe. Then Annie, Neil and Travis gave statements pertaining only to the shooting on Sheriff Dunsmore’s turf. The Medical Examiner arrived and hauled the corpse off to the morgue, and all that was left of Dougie the Dog Robertson was a nasty stain on the pavement.


Annie rallied the boys and took them to the local barbeque establishment for some nourishment. “We’ll have a good lunch, a couple of beers, then plan the fastest way home.”


“I’ve got to get back,” said Farrell, “and so does Trav. Blacky’s in the middle of something big and he’s way short on manpower.”


Annie ordered a round of draft, then said to Farrell, “I think you and Travis should fly home today and help Blaine. Neil and I will drive your truck home. Give Neil a chance to unwind and give me two days to say I’m sorry.”


“Mom, you already said ‘sorry’ a dozen times. And you didn’t know the Dog was gonna go off the trolley. How could you?”


“I know bikers, and what liars they are and always have been. I should have guessed.”


The server came to take their order and the boys were all up for steak, ribs and potato wedges.


“Think we can get a flight out of Blythe?” asked Travis.


“Take a charter, and if you can’t, I’ll have my jet come from Powell Corp. and pick you up. Won’t take long for them to get here from San Antonio.”


“Sometimes I forget we have like a big mega corporation and a plane, Mom,” said Neil. “Lot’s of times I forget we’re rich.”


“Not something to dwell on, honey. Doesn’t make us better people.” Annie shrugged. “It just happened. We’re ordinary people who happen to have a few extra dollars. That’s what I’d call it.”


Travis smiled at her. “Queen of understatement.”


 


Medical Building. Downtown Austin.


JESSE sat in front of Doctor Wagner’s desk after his examination and marveled at how relaxed and stress free he felt. Was it her, or the supplements, or the regimen of rest and exercise she held him to?


A beautiful woman with short platinum hair and green eyes, he wondered how old she was. Did it matter?


“Tell me about your daughter. Are you lifting her now with less stress on your breathing?”


Jesse nodded. “She’s growing and getting heavier all the time, but I have to admit it seems easier to pick her up.”


Dr. Wagner laughed. “Why would you not want to admit it?”


Jesse grinned. “I’m thinking I wouldn’t want to admit it at the dinner table in front of my brother.”


“Doctor Quantrall, the surgeon?”


Jesse nodded. “He has his own ideas about what I should be doing to regain my health.”


“Regain in your case is not possible unless you rebuild first. We talked about the reasons for that.”


“We did.”


Jesse’s phone was on vibrate and he felt it in his pocket. “Could you give me a minute to listen to this message?”


She nodded and watched him as he listened.


“I need the dogs at the park, Jesse. Teckford is running and I think I hit him.”


Jesse nodded and stood up. “I have a situation.” He called Blacky back and paced across the room to the window wall. “I’m in the city, I’ll get Ty to run them down to y’all.”


“Even better,” said Blaine. “Stay in town. I sent two more kids to headquarters. Print them and see what you can get out of them.”


“Yep, I’m on my way there now,” said Jesse. “Chief know the kids are coming?”


“Haven’t had time to call.”


“I’ll do it.”


The doctor smiled when Jesse put his phone back in his pocket and apologized.


“I’m sure you have a lot of situations. You didn’t get in the physical shape you’re in by lying in a hammock and drinking mojitos.”


Jesse grinned and realized how much he enjoyed her company and her sense of humor. “This is an ongoing case, so I can’t talk about it, but we’re close to bringing down the East Enders.”


“Oh, that gang of kids. Is that your case, Ranger Quantrall? I’ve read about it in Mary Polito’s column.”


He nodded. “You can call me Jesse.”


“Thank you, Jesse. Let me walk you out.”


Jesse walked to the Range Rover with a brown bag full of supplements under his arm and called Tyler. “Hey, bro, can you do me a huge favor?”


“Okay, just finishing lunch.”


“Take the dogs to the campground by the river in Bastrop. Blacky needs them.”


“You meeting me there?”


“Am not. I have to do interviews at DPS, but the boys are there waiting for you.”


 


Blythe Airport. California.


AT A PRIVATE air strip outside of Blythe, Annie chartered a plane to fly Travis and Farrell back to Texas. They’d be tired, but back to help Blaine by late afternoon or early evening.


With the boys taken care of, she and Neil headed home in Farrell’s truck.


“I’m glad you’re driving first, Mom. I am so tired of driving, I can’t tell you.”


“Maybe you need a few more days off before you go back to school. You haven’t had any time to relax or study at all.”


“I’ll have the whole weekend when we get back, that might be enough.”


“Let’s play it by ear. If you need more time I can make a couple of calls to your school.”


Neil smiled. “Is that the couple of extra bucks talking?”


“Might be.” Annie reached over the console and tickled him.


 


FARRELL called Blacky before the plane took off from California. “Hey, bro, Mom chartered us a plane so me and Trav could get our asses back there to help y’all with Teckford.”


“Fantastic.” Blaine gave Farrell the update on Teckford and the kids. “Need you guys so fuckin bad. Fletch and I are at the river waiting on the dogs. Ty is bringing them to us.”


“Sounds like y’all might not be able to pick us up at the charter terminal. I’ll call Lil.”


“Yep, call Lil and give her the time, then when you land, call and see where Fletch and I are.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE drove to headquarters thinking about his pretty doctor and wondering if it would be crossing a line to ask her out to dinner. He hadn’t been out in a long, long time, and he was comfortable in her company. He could ask, and she might refuse him on professional grounds, but it might be worth a try.


He parked in his spot at headquarters and took his time walking up the steps. Rushing was no longer something he did much of.


Before looking for the two kids he was interrogating, Jesse stuck his head in the Chief’s office as he walked down the corridor. “Afternoon, Chief. Blacky caught a couple more kids. Seen any sign of them?”


“Yep. Rocky took them downstairs to get them rolling in booking while he waited on you.”


“Wonder what lies these two will try to make me believe?”


The Chief chuckled. “Wait and see. Might surprise you.”


 


Bastrop Campground. Texas.


BLAINE and Fletcher sat on the picnic table at the campground smoking after a squad car picked up the two East Enders and took them to headquarters in Austin. They were waiting on a tow for the Hick’s RV and for Tyler to deliver Red and Bluebelle from the Quantrall ranch.


“I haven’t worked with the dogs before,” said Fletch. “Think I’ll be okay?”


“I don’t usually do it either,” said Blaine. “It’s best if they have their regular handlers, but Travis and Farrell won’t be back for another couple of hours. Lucky for us, we are getting our crew back today.”


“Guess Hammer is just sitting on his ass,” said Fletch.


“Don’t care what he’s sitting on,” said Blaine. “I gave him an assignment and he blew it off. That ain’t happening in my company.”


Fletcher shook his head. “Don’t know how he could do that, boss. You must be worried about Misty now. She’s…” Fletcher shrugged and didn’t finish his thought.


“She’s what?”


“I don’t know how to say it, but it’s like she’s a little kid and she goes off by herself all happy and smiling and thinking everything will be okay.”


Blaine nodded. “She’s an innocent, Fletch. She thinks everybody is good and the world is beautiful and all that stuff.”


Their conversation was cut short by Tyler’s arrival in the blue Quantrall truck. “Here’s our dogs,” said Blaine. “And, shit, I can’t leave the RV until the tow gets here.”


Tyler jumped out and hollered hello. He let the two big bloodhounds out of the back of the cab and they ran straight to Blaine.


“Hey, doggies. I missed y’all.” He hugged them both, then introduced Tyler to Fletcher.


“You tracking that mean gang leader?” asked Tyler.


“He sprinted out of the RV and I shot at him,” said Blaine, “Think he might be hit. Leg or arm.”


“Jesse is in the city,” said Ty. “He had another appointment with the lady doc he’s so high on.”


Blaine raised a black eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? He’s keeping quiet about that development.”


“Might not be anything personal going on, but he seems to like her all right.”


“What’s Brian think of him seeing someone else about his health?”


“Ain’t flying.”


Blaine grinned. “Didn’t think it would.”


The dogs whined, and Blaine got them ready. “Let them start in the RV. Teckford probably would have had the best bed and some of his stuff might be there. They can pick up the scent inside.”


“Want me to wait until the dogs are done?” asked Tyler.


“No, you go on home, Ty. Farrell and Trav are on a plane on their way back from Vegas and they might need the dogs tomorrow if we don’t wrap this up before dark.”


“Okey dokey,” said Tyler. “When’s our next appointment at Boots?”


“Your band playing anytime soon?”


“Friday night.”


“Yep, good for me.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE BEGAN in interrogation room four with a red-haired boy, face raging with acne who looked almost old enough to be in second year high school. “I’m Jesse Quantrall. Do you want to tell me your name?”


The kid shook his head. “Not really.”


“Okay,” said Jesse, “I’m going to record our conversation.” He turned on the recorder and gave the pertinent information. “For now, I’m just going to call you, John.”


The kid shrugged and stared at the cuffs on his wrists.


“Let’s start with a fact that we already have. You were found in the company of Kyle Teckford. He might have told you his name is Basil Bernard, but it don’t matter. Same guy. Same police jacket and he’s the guy that’s going to Huntsville to sit on death row until they stick the needle in him.”


Jesse shifted in his chair, then leaned forward across the metal table. “The question is this, John. Are you going to death row with Kyle?”


The kid curled his lip. “Hell no. I ain’t going there.”


“You sure?”


“Course I’m sure.”


“You’ve been printed and photographed, John. Your prints are now in the system. Do you know what that means?”


“Course I do. I watch TV.”


“Good. Then you already know, when your prints match prints found by the crime scene unit in Mr. Fogarty’s office at the blue barn, or at the drug store where y’all killed the pharmacist, or at the pawn shop where you ripped off the weapons—any of those places—you will be charged with felony murder.”


“I never killed nobody.”


“Don’t matter,” said Jesse. “If you were there during the commission of the crime, you’ll get the needle with your boss.”


“No, I won’t. I’ll get a lawyer.”


 “Good idea, kiddo. I highly recommend that you have representation, John. You are in more trouble than you can imagine.”


“My boss will send a lawyer for me. I got no worries.”


Jesse shrugged. “I don’t know how fast your boss will be getting you a lawyer, John. I just talked to Ranger Blackmore before I came in here and do you know what he told me?”


“I don’t give a shit what the super cop told you.”


Jesse grinned. “I’ll tell you anyway. You might think it’s important.”


“Will not.”


“He told me he shot your boss and he’s got dogs hunting him down right this minute.”


“Fuck you, liar.” John jerked his hands back and the cuffs rattled against the metal ring. “I want out of here. You can’t make me talk to you.”


Jesse waved at the window and the door opened. “Give this guy your best room, Ranger Torres.”


“Will do, Ranger Quantrall. I’ll get him settled in.” Torres undid the cuffs and took the kid away.


Jesse moved on to the next kid.


 


Bastrop Campground.


AFTER THE DOGS spent some time in the RV getting the scent of Teckford and the East Enders, Blaine and Fletch took them outside. Whether the dogs could zero in on human scent with the mishmash of odors in the RV was iffy. With half-eaten food, spilled beer and garbage scattered throughout the vehicle, Blaine wasn’t sure Red and Bluebelle could sort it out.


Teckford had exited through the back door of the RV, so that’s where they were about to start when the tow truck arrived.


Blaine held Red’s leash as he spoke to the driver from the impound yard, then he and Fletcher headed into the woods.


Fletcher had Bluebelle by the leash and he was already having trouble with her. “Didn’t know these dogs were so fuckin strong.”


“When they’re on a scent, they want to go forward,” said Blaine, “but its hard to keep up.”


The dogs ran through the trees, then along the west bank of the Colorado river. Blaine and Fletch followed the trail for half an hour, but the gang had a big head start. Daylight was fast disappearing.


“We’ll have to give it up for now,” said Blaine. “Gonna be pitch dark before we get back to the truck. Farrell and Travis can pick it up in the morning.”


“How far does the river go?” asked Fletcher.


“Starts up near Lubbock and flows into the Gulf.”


“That’s hundreds of miles. Can the gang get across to the other side?”


“Yep. Anytime they come to a bridge, or to a narrow, shallow spot if they don’t mind getting wet.”


“Fuck that.”


 


Austin Airport.


LILY parked near the small terminal at Austin-Bergstrom on the strip where the charter flights landed. She’d never been to this section of the airport before but found it easily enough.


 The boys would be back in less than ten minutes and that was a good thing. Blaine was in a bind without them, and things didn’t run smoothly when the boss was pissed off for any reason. And he was super pissed at Hammer.  


 


Fogarty’s Buy and Sell Barn. East Austin.


“ONE MORE stop before we can call it, Fletch,” said Blaine. They loaded the dogs into the back of the cab and removed their leashes. “Chief said DPS was concerned that Bart’s truck had never moved from the blue barn and I haven’t had time to check it.”


Blaine drove up seventy-one past the airport and turned off for the barn. Seeing the big wooden sign for Fogarty’s Buy and Sell at the edge of the property made Blaine angry he hadn’t caught Kyle Teckford yet.


The huge building sat in total darkness, but Bart’s truck, parked close to the double doors, showed up in Blaine’s headlights.


“What’s he doing in there in the dark?” asked Fletch.


“Shit,” said Blaine. “I don’t like the feel of this one bit. The patrol should have gone in and checked the second time they came by.”


“The tape is across the door,” said Fletch. “How would it get taped back on if Bart’s inside?”


“Good point,” said Blaine. “And the patrol should have noticed that. Put gloves on.” He tried the door and it was locked. “Locked. Grab the wizard out of the tool kit.”


Fletcher was back in a flash with the lock tool and handed it to Blaine.


“You do it. Good practice.”


A couple of whirrs and a clatter of tumblers falling into place and Fletcher had the door open in seconds. He turned to Blaine with a big smile on his face. “My first B and E.”


Blaine stepped inside the door and flicked on some of the lights. The light panel at the door held an extensive array of switches. He checked the security panel and the alarm wasn’t set. “Wonder if the cameras are working?” He pointed. “You take that aisle and I’ll take this one.”


“It’s creepy in here at night,” said Fletcher.


They checked all the aisles, all the rental booths and the snack bar. “All that’s left are the washrooms and the big storage shed at the back,” said Blaine. “Let’s finish in here first. You check the washrooms and I’ll run up to Herman’s office.”


Three quarters of the way up the stairs, Blaine could see Bart and he could smell him. Beaten and tied to Herman’s big oak chair, he’d struggled and tipped over sideways onto the floor. Blaine pressed 911, then covered his nose with his hand as he edged closer to check for a pulse. He couldn’t find one, but Bart wasn’t cold. He might have a chance.


He hollered down the stairs to Fletch. “Found him.”


Fletcher came barreling up the wobbly stairs. “Is he dead?”


“Not cold, but barely breathing,” said Blaine. “Wish I’d checked sooner. Damn it anyway.”


“Did you call it in, boss?” asked Fletcher.


Blaine nodded. “Let’s have a smoke out front while we wait, and I’ll call Calhoun.”


The Chief answered on the second ring. “Blacky, did you get Teckford?”


“No, but I got Bart. He’s beat up and barely alive. Waiting on an ambulance.”


“Shit, Teckford caught him following the kids,” said the Chief.


“That’s my guess,” said Blaine. “Hope he makes it.”


 





 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Thursday, February 19th.


 


Hampton Inn. Albuquerque. New Mexico.


ANNIE woke wondering where she was, then looked across at the other bed and saw Neil sleeping, his blond curls flopped over his face. With cuts and bruises, and totally exhausted emotionally from his ordeal he hadn’t complained about it once.


She slipped out of bed, showered and headed downstairs to the breakfast room for coffee. She filled a glass of juice from the fountain, and fixed a coffee for Neil, selected a couple of muffins he might like, added a cream cheese Danish and carried the load back to their room.


Neil opened his eyes when the door clicked shut behind her. “Hey, Mom. I forgot where we were, I was so tired.”


“You can sleep longer, sweetheart. We don’t have to rush.”


“Did you bring me food?”


“Not your breakfast but a couple of things to tide you over.” She walked over and examined the bandage on his wrist. “How’s your arm this morning?”


“Sore, but it’s not bleeding any more. As long as it’s healed up before spring training I’ll be okay.”


“I’m so sorry you got hurt because of me.”


“It wasn’t you who did it, Mom. Stop saying that. I slept better last night because my arm wasn’t chained to the lamp.” He rubbed his shoulder and Annie felt tears well up for her son.


“I’m so sorry Dougie put you through that, sugar. He never should have been at the ranch.”


“Mom, it’s over. Let’s never say the ‘dog’ word again, okay?”


“Okay.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE’S cell woke Lexi and she whined at the door of his room. He made a grab for the jangling phone without sitting up and knocked it flying onto the floor. “Shit, I bet I broke my fuckin phone.”


He threw the covers back and made a dive for it before it stopped ringing. “Sorry, Chief, I knocked my phone off the nightstand.”


No early morning pleasantries from the Chief. “All-night clinic on route twenty-one was robbed last night. Night nurse is dead. The morning shift found her twenty minutes ago.”


“Route twenty-one. Okay, that’s close to Bastrop. Could be our guys. Going down there this morning anyways with the dogs. I’ll call the boys.”


Blaine picked up his smokes and lighter from the dresser and let Lexi into the upstairs hall. He stuck his head in the bedroom across from his and woke Farrell. “We got action, bro. Clinic got robbed. In my mind that says Teckford is wounded and the kids are panicking.”


Farrell pushed back the duvet and shoved a big hand through his mop of straw hair. “Let’s kill the son of a bitch today and get it over with.”


“I’m for that,” said Blaine. “I’ll call Travis and Fletch, and we’ll get rocking.”


 


County Clinic. Route 21.


BLAINE PARKED at the small white building on the edge of town. The sign above the door read ‘Emergency Clinic-24 Hours.’


Outside: two squad cars, the Medical Examiner’s van and a forensic unit. The scene had been secured.


Inside: the night nurse lay on the floor in a pool of her own blood near the reception counter.


“Shotgun,” said Farrell.


Blaine nodded, then did a walk through. The place was small. Reception area, three small examination rooms, one doctor’s office, a washroom and a storage room. The storage area—not much more than a shallow closet with shelves—had been ransacked. Bandages, antiseptic, gauze pads and tape scattered all over the floor. How much had they taken if this is what they left behind?


Yep, Kyle was hit, and he was bleeding.


The day nurse who’d stumbled on the scene sat in the waiting area sobbing into a wad of tissues. Her statement had been taken but she’d arrived after the fact. She hadn’t seen anything and had no information. Blaine crossed the room and sat next to her. “I’m sorry for your loss, Miss. Why don’t I have one of the officers take you home?”


She nodded, and Blaine escorted her outside.


He walked over to one of the units from Bastrop. “Could one of you gentlemen take this lady home for me?”


“Sure thing, Ranger B.”


Farrell and Travis stood next to the truck with Red and Bluebelle on their leashes. “As soon as the ME removes the body, the dogs can take a run through the clinic. I figured if they track the kids that were here, the trail should take them straight to Teckford.”


“Yeah, should do,” said Farrell. “His little puppets will run right back to him with the bandages.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE took Charity to the barn with him after breakfast. He couldn’t get away without her anymore because she liked to pet the cats at the barn. She knew his routine and Tyler’s as well. Taking her slowed him down a lot because she insisted on walking most of the time now.


“Walk, Da.”


“Yeah, I get it. You have to walk.” He held her tiny hand and it seemed to take forever to make the trip from the house to the barn. His cell rang on his belt. “Hey, Blacky. I didn’t get much from the two kids y’all caught at the campground.”


“Don’t worry about it.” He gave the details about the clinic robbery.


“You did hit him,” said Jesse.


“Confirmed.”


“What can I do? You still need the dogs?”


“Yep, starting over at the clinic with the dogs, but I found Bart last night at the barn. Beat up and almost dead. I wondered if you had a minute if you could see if he’s awake. If not, talk to his doctor and see what his chances are.”


“Sure thing. Where is he?”


“Saint Mikes.”


 


County Clinic. Route 21.


ONCE the ME left with the nurse’s body, Travis and Farrell took the dogs through the clinic and let them sniff around. They worked better with clothing or something personal, but nothing like that was available. Go with what you’ve got.


Bluebelle alerted and wanted to get tracking. She headed for the door tugging on her leash, and Travis followed.


“We’re leaving, boss.”


Farrell followed with Red. Out the door of the clinic and around to the rear of the building. Behind the clinic was about an acre of land covered in dry and brittle dead weeds. The land sloped down to a fence and on the other side of the wire fence was nothing but trees.


Bluebelle tore through the weeds, picked up a few burrs clinging to her short fur and stopped at the fence looking for a way to get through. Farrell pointed. “Down there, Trav. Looks like they cut it.”


Farrell held the severed wire ends out of the way so the dogs wouldn’t get scratched up running through the small opening.


Bluebelle had her mind made up and wasn’t taking a break. She plowed through the trees and the scrub bushes underneath towing Travis along behind her at a pace he could barely maintain.


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


JESSE stood at the nurses’ station on the fifth floor waiting for the doctor to come out of Bart’s room. When he did, the doctor waved him into a small office down the hall.


“We can talk in here, Ranger Quantrall. Have a seat.”


“Thanks, Doctor, how bad is Bart?”


“Just a guess because everyone has a different level of endurance, but if he hadn’t been brought in last night, he would have expired.”


“Any idea when he’ll wake up?”


“We’re giving him lots of fluids and his vital signs have improved considerably. He’s a big strong man to begin with, and that’s working in his favor.”


Jesse passed his card across the desk. “Would you mind giving me a call when he wakes up?”


The doctor glanced at the card. “Sure, no problem. Is this incident related to Mr. Fogarty’s murder? I saw it on the news when it happened, and Bart’s medical is covered by the Buy and Sell Barn.”


Jesse nodded. “It is.”


“Hope you catch that gang soon.”


“Some gang members are already in custody and I believe we’ll have the main player later today.”


The doctor reached out and shook Jesse’s hand. “Fantastic news. Your team is an asset to Austin.”


“Thank you.” Jesse took the elevator down to the main level, turned towards the lobby and nearly bumped into Doctor Wagner. “Pardon me, Doctor,” he grinned at her and touched the brim of his Stetson. “Almost plowed into you.”


Doctor Wagner flashed a smile. “Jesse, nice to see you. I have a meeting in fifteen minutes upstairs and I was thinking about my opening remarks. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”


“Fifteen minutes says time for a coffee,” he said.


A look crossed her face, then her face softened. “Sure, I’d like that.”


Jesse escorted her to the small coffee shop next to the gift shop and found a table. He bought the coffee at the counter and carried the two cups back to the table.  “I should have asked if you wanted something to eat.”


“No, I’m fine. My friend and I are going to lunch after the meeting.”


“After our session yesterday, I had something on my mind,” said Jesse.


“Besides your case?”


“Uh huh. I wondered if it would be out of line for me to ask you to dinner?”


“Hmm… interesting idea. I’ve never dated a patient, but then I rarely have time to date anyone.” She giggled. “My practice keeps me busy.”


Jesse sipped his coffee and didn’t push it. “You’re welcome to turn me down,” he said, “You know what a sack of damaged goods I am, and I may never make a comeback.”


“Damaged goods?” She winked at him. “That’s one way to put it.”


“Hey, Jan, are you ready?” A woman also dressed in a suit spotted her and waved from the door of the coffee shop.


“My colleague. I’m meeting her here.” Jan stood up and touched Jesse’s arm. “Thanks for the coffee. Can we talk later?”


“Sure thing.” Jesse stood up and touched his hat as he watched her walk away.


She’s attractive and I like her, but why would she want to take a chance on a train wreck like me?


 


County Clinic. Route 21.


BLAINE and Fletch sat in the Ram smoking and listening to country music while they waited for directions from Travis and Farrell. They might run miles with the dogs before they came out at a point where they could be picked up.


A call came in and Blaine checked the screen. “Detective Vargas, you heard the news?”


“Big news in Vegas, Blacky. The Dog is in the morgue.”


“The fucker kidnapped my foster brother, Neil Donovan, and made the kid drive him to California,” said Blaine. “Farrell took him down.”


“Chalk another one up for Dead-Eye.” Vargas laughed.


“The club should be reeling for a while,” said Blaine. “They’ve lost all their top people.”


“Can’t say I feel bad for them.”


“Me neither.”


 


RED AND BLUEBELL proved tireless in their search of the riverbank. About a mile from the clinic Bluebelle laid down next to a tree.


“What have we got here, partner?” asked Farrell.


“Looks like a few streaks of blood and the grass is all matted down,” said Travis. “Teckford might have laid down to rest for a while.”


“Maybe this is where he stayed while the kids ripped off the clinic,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, could be. Anything we should bag for evidence?” Travis pulled out his Maglite and searched the area. “Hold on. Little pair of scissors here.” He grabbed a glove from his back pocket, slipped it on and bagged the scissors. He spoke into his headset. “Hey, boss. Got a pair of scissors from a spot under a tree. Looks like they stopped here.”


“Y’all are on the right track. Keep going. Let me know what road y’all are at when you get to the next bridge.”


“Yep,” said Travis, “moving on now.”


“How far ahead do you think they’d be?” asked Farrell, “If Teckford is hurt bad and moving slow.”


“Shit, I don’t know, partner. If Blacky hit him in the arm, he could be moving quick. If he’s hit in the leg and he’s limping, or better yet, if the kids are trying to carry him, it’s a whole different story.”


“I hope the boss shot him right up the ass,” said Farrell. “That’ll slow the fucker down.”


“We can hope.”


 


BLAINE made calls while he and Fletch waited for the boys to call them. “Lil, see if you can find a relative or somebody for Bart Townsend. I know he has a farm and he might have stock there that nobody’s feeding. Collie dog too. His dog wasn’t in the truck.”


“Aw. Okay sure. I’ll try to find somebody.”


“Let me know if you don’t. Get an address anyway.”


“Yep. What else? I’m making a list.”


“The people that own the RV. I think their name is Hicks. Give them a call and tell them we found it and it’s in impound. No clue when they’ll get it back, but we have it.”


“Yep… and boss, Hammer called twice. He wanted to know if you’d hired anybody to replace him.”


“No, but you can do that too, Lil. Get some people lined up for interviews. And no, we’re not taking Hammer back.”


“Good call, boss.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE stopped at the gate at Coulter-Ross and gave Jose a wave. “I’m glad to be home, sugar. That’s the last job I’m doing for a while. I’ll make it known.”


“I’m glad I’m still alive to come home, Mom. Better if I don’t talk about it or think about it.”


“Let’s settle in for a long weekend with the kids and enjoy being safe at home with our family.”


“I’m for that.”


 


Colorado River near Bastrop.


RED veered away from the river and started up the embankment towards the road. “Tell the boss where we are,” said Farrell. “The gang went up to the bridge.” Farrell ran to keep up to Red as the big bloodhound loped effortlessly up a steep hill.


“Hey, boss,” said Travis, “Hitting a road. They left the river.”


Farrell followed Red and they’d almost reached the asphalt, when Red plunked down in some dead grass. “Oh, fuckin fireballs,” hollered Farrell. “Look at this, Trav.”


Travis caught up and reined Bluebelle in. He screwed up his face as he stared down at the corpse, half hidden in the long grass. “Small caliber through the eye.”


 


BLAINE PULLED UP a map on his phone and zeroed in on where the first bridge would be. “Okay, I’ve got you. Be there in five or six minutes.” He and Fetcher jumped in the truck.


Blaine was reaching for the key when Farrell hollered into his ear. “Just stepped on a dead guy, boss. Somebody tossed him in the long grass. Better bust your ass.”


Blaine arrived at the bridge five minutes later and joined the boys near the corpse. “You guys call it in?”


Farrell nodded.


“Any ID?” asked Blaine.


Farrell wore a pair of gloves and held the man’s wallet in his hand. “Rayford Julio.”


“What was he driving?”


“Buick Riviera, black, two years old.”


“Let me get that out there,” said Blaine. “He called DPS and had them put a rush on it.”


Two minutes later sirens sounded, and the troops showed up. Farrell and Travis put the dogs in Blacky’s truck and gave them each a couple of biscuits.


“What now?” asked Farrell. “They’ve got wheels and they’re fuckin gone. How are we ever gonna catch them?”


Blacky held up a finger. “Chief, it’s me.” He explained about the new victim.”


“Got any bright ideas, son?”


“This is what I want to do. He explained it to Calhoun.”


“Okay, uh huh, I can see where that might work.”


“It’s only a maybe,” said Blaine, “but we’ve got nothing now, and Teckford is making us look like assholes.”


“Finish up at the scene, then come to the office. I’ll make a few phone calls and have something worked out.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


IT WAS AFTER six when the Blackmore crew made it to headquarters. “The Chief should have gone home by now,” said Blacky. “He’s just waiting on us.”


“Hope he’s got things worked out,” said Travis. “We need to catch this asshole, Teckford, and be done with it.”


“Roger that, partner,” said Farrell.


The Chief was on the phone when the boys filed in and filled up his small office. Farrell set the coffee tray down on the corner of the desk and distributed the containers.


The Chief nodded once, then ended the call he was on. “I think we’re set. The seven a.m. part was a bit of a stumbling block, but it makes sense if we want to get the most bang for our buck.”


“We’ll be here at six,” said Blaine. “I’ll have maps and directions for each team. Lil’s working on that now.”


“He’s got to be lying low somewhere,” said the Chief, “and his natural instinct would be to go somewhere he’s familiar with.”


“It’s a gamble that he’s in one of the trailer parks,” said Travis. “It’s possible they rabbited. Jumped in the Buick and ran for the border.”


“Possible,” said Blaine, “but not probable. Running would be out of character for him. Teckford or Bernard, whatever he likes to call himself, is a show off. A smart ass who likes to challenge his adversaries and one-up everybody around him.”


The Chief nodded. “The most logical thing would be for him to go back where he started and dare any kind of authority to come and take him.”


“That’s my theory,” said Blaine. “But only a theory.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE tucked Charity into bed and read her two stories. She listened now and pointed to the pictures from time to time. She was smart, and she remembered what Jesse and Ty taught her. When she started school, she’d be the next Einstein. Jesse was sure of it. He tucked her blanket around her again and kissed her one last time before he stepped into the wide upstairs hallway.


He’d left his cell on his dresser in the next room and he could hear it ringing. “I’m tired. I don’t want to talk to anybody tonight. He crossed the carpet without a sound and glanced at the screen. Jan Wagner.


“Doctor Wagner, a pleasant surprise.”


“I said we’d talk later, then you didn’t call.”


“Sorry. I just finished putting Charity to bed.”


“We’re you going to call me about dinner or did you re-think your position?”


Jesse chuckled. “I have no position, Doctor, and yes, I intended to call. I thought I might have been a bit too forward even suggesting it.”


“It had never crossed my mind before you mentioned it, but now that you have, I’m anxious to pursue the option.”


“Let’s do it, then. Tomorrow night, I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty and by then I’ll have a reservation.”


“Would you like my home address?”


“There’s a thought.” Jesse laughed.






 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Friday, February 20th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL SAT on the edge of his chair in the kitchen with a mug of coffee in his hand, dressed and ready to go. Blaine registered surprise when he saw his foster brother waiting in the half light.


“Shit, I’m falling behind,” said Blaine. “Carm isn’t even up.”


“I tried not to wake her,” said Farrell. “Couldn’t sleep. Got up and made coffee. Let the dogs out. The adrenaline is already pumping.”


Blaine filled a mug and sat down with Farrell. “Think we’ll get him today?” 


Farrell nodded. “For sure we will.”


“I should have filled Jesse in on the plan last night. I’ll call him at a decent hour.”


“It’ll make him sad he can’t be there,” said Farrell. “You know what a cowboy he is.” They shared a laugh, but they both missed Jesse being a part of the crew.


“The Chief coming with us?”


Blaine shook his head. “He may want to, but I hope he thinks better of it. I don’t want him in any danger.”


“Jeeze, no,” said Farrell. “How would we manage without the Chief watching our backs from inside and keeping us clear of the political bullshit?”


Carm came into the kitchen with a clean white apron in her hand and her dark eyes widened. “Why are you up already?” she asked in Spanish.


“Big job today,” said Blaine. “The boys are coming extra early.”


“Want a big breakfast before you go?”


Blaine shrugged, and Farrell said, “Sure. We might not get a chance to eat all day.”


“True enough.”


Carm pulled out her favorite frying pan and got busy.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


THEY GATHERED at headquarters and Blaine divided the officers into teams. Each team consisted of a dozen men and women suited up in take-down gear, three squad cars and a bus. They had directions to and a map of their assigned property—owned by Mrs. Balstadt—with possible exit routes marked in red. The Chief had done a stellar job of recruiting sufficient manpower and borrowing a number of vehicles to get the job done.


“Be careful,” said the Chief, “this guy is crazy mean and he won’t think twice about sacrificing the kids to save himself. That’s what he’s all about. I’d rather have holding jammed with live kids than the morgue full of dead ones.”


“We’ll be careful,” said Farrell. He patted his SW.


“Everybody vested up?” asked Blaine. “Shotguns? Don’t let them shoot first. The team that finds Teckford will be in the most danger because we know he’s wounded and the kids with him will be in panic mode. If by chance they have automatic weapons, they will lay down fire to protect their leader. No question.”


Blaine held a list in his hand as they moved to the parking lot behind the building. “One of my men will be with each team and will be in contact with me at all times. Special Agent Jack Prima is with team one. Deputy Farrell Donovan with team two. Deputy Travis Bristol with three, Fletch and I are with team four, Special Agent Greg Shields with five and Special Agents Rick Rozella and Andy Comstock are with team six. Good luck to everybody.”


The units pulled out in a convoy and headed for the east end of the city. Blaine spoke into his wrist mic as each team neared the abandoned property they were assigned to. “Wait until all units are in position.”


“Don’t know when I’ve been so hyped up,” said Fletcher. “Never been on an operation this big.”


 “We might not find a damn thing,” said Blaine. “If that happens, I’m gonna look like a fuckin dickwad.”


Fletch chuckled. “The kids had to take him someplace if he’s hurt. Seems logical to me they’d go back to one of the parks.”


“That’s just it. The criminal mind is anything but logical, so it makes it harder to guess what’s coming next.”


Blaine led team four to the first property where they’d discovered Teckford and his gang of kids. He communicated with all the other units and waited until they were all in position.


Seven o’clock in the morning on a cold gray February day. A light drizzle had started to fall on the city since they left headquarters.


“Everybody, it’s a go,” Blaine gave the word and drove into the property with his team behind him, the bus bringing up the rear in hopes of transporting kids to jail—if they caught any.


 


FARRELL led team two into his assigned property. He was alone in his truck, but Rocky was on his team and everybody would watch out for everybody else. Farrell passed several broken down tin boxes that used to be trailers, then came upon one in a little better shape. Two Harley’s were parked out front.


He pulled up close to the rotted deck and waved the team in. Silently the others parked and following hand signals, half the team circled around back.


Farrell waited until the team was set. He was facing the front door poised to kick it in. “On three.” He counted down and smashed the door with his boot, just below the rusty lock. With an ear-splitting crash, the door blew open and the team ran inside, kicking garbage and weapons out of the way as they grabbed sleeping kids and cuffed them.


Farrell ran straight to what had once been a bedroom. Rocky was by his side. Two twenty-something bikers were asleep on a mattress on the floor. With his SW drawn, Farrell cuffed one wrist before his man woke and Rocky did the same on the other side of the tiny room.


Farrell’s guy woke up swinging and cursing. “Stand up,” said Farrell, “and face the wall.” He jerked the guy to his feet and pushed him against the wall, grabbing the free hand and cuffing both behind his back.


He turned to check on Rocky. “You good, Rock?”


“Yep, lets get these guys to the wagon.”


The other officers were at the back door of the bus loading kids in when Farrell got there with his prisoner. “How many kids?”


“Seven in that trailer.”


“Plus, these two guys,” said Farrell. “Search the other units to make sure, but they might have all been in the one.”


“Looks like they picked the best one,” said Rocky, “and that ain’t saying a helluva lot.”


Farrell spoke into his mic. “Winding down here, boss. Got nine in custody. No shots fired.”


“Roger that.”


 


TRAVIS led the way through the property he was assigned to and at first it looked deserted. No movement of any kind. Then he noticed a hint of mist rising from one of the old park barbeques. In the morning dampness, warm embers were sputtering and emitting a few tendrils of smoke. He pulled into the broken down unit closest to that particular barbeque and positioned his team.


When they were ready, he gave a nod of his head and they stormed inside.


Kids hollered, screamed, kicked and cursed when they opened their eyes and found themselves being handcuffed and hauled off their makeshift beds.


Outside, Travis stood next to the bus watching the officer driving the wagon back in closer to make the pickup. One of the kids being dragged out the door, grabbed for the gun in the officer’s holster closest to him.


“Throw him down, Charlie,” hollered Travis.


Charlie reacted and heaved the kid into the deck railing. The kid hit the railing, pulled the trigger and the shot went wild.


Bang.


The kid grabbed the railing to regain his balance and Travis shot him in the leg before he could get his second shot off. The kid went down, and the gun flew out of his hand.


“Ambulance,” said Travis into his head set. “One kid shot.”


“Fuck,” said Charlie shaking his head. “My bad, man. That never should’ve happened. Should have had the snap done up.”


“Shit happens,” said Travis.


 


BLAINE AND FLETCH headed for the front door of the old trailer where they’d first encountered Teckford/Bernard. Men were in position all the way around the battered old mobile home, and they had backup at the door. Still it was dangerous going into a closed unit like this with so much opposition inside ready to kill you on a whim.


Blaine heard Fletch suck in a breath as they went through the door. Though they tried not to make a sound, the rusty hinges were far from cooperative. A little keening noise made Blaine wince as he led with his Beretta—not way out in front of him, but to the side—in case—just in case.


Two kids were asleep in the kitchen area of the trailer where there had originally been a built in table, now ripped out and replaced with a torn mattress on the floor. The officers behind Blaine scooped them up, cuffed them and took them to the bus. They tried their level best to do it quietly, but the kids hollered and squealed like two stuck pigs and woke others up.


A frenzy followed. Kids jumping up from where they were sleeping, grabbing for weapons—knives, handguns, shotguns—a wide choice they had ripped off at the pawn shop.


“Drop your weapons and put your hands on your heads,” hollered Blaine. Three or four did and they were immediately cuffed and taken into custody. That only left a couple more if there were eight to a group like one of the kids had said in Jesse’s interrogation. If there were two more, they must be with Teckford if he was here—back home in his old trailer.


Blaine looked over his shoulder at Fletcher and whispered, “Cover me but stay to the side. I’m gonna kick the bedroom door open.” He counted down, gave the door a hefty kick with his Harley boot and the cheap particleboard door flew right off its hinges and crashed into the room. It hit the end of the double bed that took up most of the floor space.


Both Blaine and Fletch tried to stay out of the doorway as the kids laid down fire. They backed up a step and dodged the shots coming their way. Blaine sneaked a couple of peeks to see where the shooters were in the room and spotted one on each side of the bed where Teckford lay sprawled with a bandage on his thigh and a door across his feet. His eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving. He looked unconscious or maybe he was playing possum.


“Drop your weapons and put your hands on your heads,” Blaine shouted to the kids in the bedroom.


They answered him with more gunfire. Blaine tipped his head in for a second and shot the closest one in the leg. He couldn’t have been more than five feet away. The kid dropped his gun and crumpled to the filthy floor screaming in pain.


Teckford came out of his semi-comatose state, seemed to realize what was going on around him and reached for the gun on the bed beside him.


“Don’t touch the gun,” hollered Blaine.


“You shot me, you asshole.” Teckford grabbed for the gun and Blaine shot him in the head. Blood, brains and tissue shot up the discolored wall behind the bed and the kid in the far corner charged in a rage.


With a roar, the kid turned his shotgun on Blaine, but inexperience made him slow. Blaine pulled the trigger on his Beretta, put a bullet in the kid’s left knee and dropped him. “Glove up and bag all the weapons, Fletch. I’ll get an ambulance for these two idiots.”


Fletcher smiled. “I’m so fuckin happy I didn’t get shot again.”


Blaine grinned. “Yeah, me too.”


Standing out on the wonky deck, Blaine spoke to all the teams through his head set. “Finish up what you’ve got going on and transport all your prisoners back to headquarters. Teckford is dead and I’m waiting on an ambulance for a couple of junior hard asses that wouldn’t listen.”


After the ambulance took the wounded kids to the hospital, Blaine was more than willing to leave the scene in the hands of the Medical Examiner and the crime scene unit. He and Fletch were heading for his truck when one of the officers gave a shout out.


“Got a collie dog over here, boss. Should we call the pound?”


Blaine turned to look. “Shit, that might be Bart’s dog. Has he got a collar on?”


“Yep, leather collar.”


“Put him in my truck. I’ll drop him off at the vet. If it’s Bart’s dog he’s been out here without food for a few days.” Blaine opened the back door and the step was too high for the condition of the dog. The dog whined, but couldn’t jump in. The officer lifted him in and closed the door.


“Fletch, check the glove box. I think there’s some dog biscuits in there for Red and Bluebelle. Give him a handful.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


HEADQUARTERS was surrounded by media vehicles when Blaine arrived. He’d taken the time to drop the dog off at his own vet to make sure it was all right. He hoped it was suffering from nothing more than hunger. He parked his truck and couldn’t open the door for reporters pushing in close, mics in hand, to get a comment.


“How do they know stuff is happening so goddam fast?” asked Fletcher.


“They all have scanners.”


“You can’t get out your fuckin door, boss.”


“They’re quick, all right.” Blaine gave them a hand signal to back up, so he could open the door of his truck.


The air crackled with questions as he stepped onto the sidestep and draped an arm over the half-open door. “We mounted an offensive this morning against the East End Gang and brought them down. All gang members found on the properties we searched were brought in and are being processed inside.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the DPS building.


 “Mary will have a list of names and charges and the number of arrests for you as soon as its available. With the number of arrests made, there’s a lot of paperwork to be completed before that information will be available.”


“Can you estimate the number of arrests, Ranger B?”


“Ballpark, I’d have to guess over forty.”


“What about the leader, that guy, Basil Bernard?”


“Kyle Teckford also known as Basil Bernard was killed during the takedown. He was previously wounded a couple of days ago.”


“Did you take him out, Ranger Blackmore?”


Blaine nodded.


“Any of the kids shot during the arrests?” asked a woman.


“I’m not positive on the number because I was only at one location, but I think three of the gang members resisted arrest and shot at officers. They were wounded and are now in the hospital. No juveniles were killed during the take down.”


“Sounds like it took a lot of organization. How did you do it?”


“Chief Calhoun is solely responsible for the recruiting of manpower and vehicles. He did a fantastic job on very short notice.”


“Will the Chief be making a statement?”


“I might be able to find that out, if y’all let me out of my truck.”


Some of the reporters laughed and backed away.


“Mary will have something in detail for y’all. Watch for it in your email. Thanks for your attention.” Blaine jumped down and headed towards the building.


He hadn’t even made it in the front door when his cell rang. Governor Campbell. “Cat, que pasa?”


“Congrats is all I wanted to say for now, sweetie. I’d like to say something publicly later if you have time to whip something up.”


“Yep, Mary will be working on the release, and I’ll save some special juicy stuff just for you.”


“Thanks, sweetie. I’ll let you go. I know you have to debrief and all that TV stuff.”


 


FARRELL and Travis waited in the Chief’s office and Blaine caught up to them there.


“Good job, guys,” said Blaine. “For a takedown that large there was very little gunplay involved.”


“Commendable,” said the Chief. “And Teckford has been eliminated.”


“Lots of work with the kids still to come,” said Blaine. “They all have to be processed. Hopefully, some of them will match each of the crime scenes and murder charges can be laid.”


“I heard you found Bart’s dog,” said Farrell. “He must have been hungry.”


“He’s at our vet right now, bro, and I’ll leave him there until Bart gets out of the hospital.”


“Might cheer Bart up, boss, if we told him we found his dog,” said Farrell.


“You take care of that detail, for us, would you?”


“Can do.”


Outside in the parking lot Blaine said to his crew, “We’re done for today, guys. Smithville Steakhouse at seven, then Boots for pitchers.”


“Yahoo,” hollered Farrell.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE called Blaine after he saw the news bulletin on the TV screen in the kitchen. He was getting a cup of juice for Charity and Molly had her little television on.


“Fantastic job, partner. Sorry I couldn’t be there.”


“I miss you every day, Jesse, but yeah, it didn’t go too badly.”


“The Chief must be a happy man.”


Blaine chuckled. “He is but headquarters is running over with juvies waiting to be processed.”


“Anything I can help with?”


“Sure is. There will be tons of interviews to be done in the next couple of weeks, and you can handle most of them. I’m particularly interested in the ones that match prints on the murder scenes.”


“Uh huh. Be nice to nail those little bastards,” said Jesse.


“We’re going to Smithville to the steakhouse, if you can join us at seven and then to Boots afterwards to see Ty and his band play.”


“Oh, shit. Wish I could. I have a fuckin date.”


“What? Who’s the lucky lady?”


“I had a weak moment and asked my new doctor out for dinner, but I’d rather be with my boys.”


“See if she’ll come with us,” said Blaine. “If she won’t, she ain’t the right one for you, anyhow.”


“Uh huh. You might have something there, partner. First date is usually kind of private, she might not like the idea.”


“Your call,” said Blaine. “You know where we’ll be. Just join in if you can.”


“Thanks, Blacky. I hope I can.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


FARRELL swung by Saint Mike’s hospital on his way home to tell Bart Townsend the good news about his collie dog.


Bart was propped up in his bed watching a game on the little TV. He glanced up when Farrell walked into his room, but there was no light of recognition in his eyes. Some of the swelling had eased in his face, and the bruises were mellowing in color, but he had a way to go. Farrell had no way of telling if Bart had any broken bones or other injuries below the neck.


“Do I know you?” he asked.


Farrell offered his hand. “I’m Deputy Farrell Donovan from the Blackmore Agency and I just stopped by to tell you we arrested all of the East Enders today.”


Bart’s eyes lit up. “You got those sons of bitches?”


Farrell nodded. “All locked up and the leader is dead. Blacky killed him.”


“Guess I can breathe easy now.”


“Something else turned up today while we were back searching those abandoned trailer parks.”


Bart paused for a minute then his face lit up. “Tell me you found Biscuit. Please tell me that.”


Farrell grinned. “Yep. We found him and he’s at our vet. He’ll be there when you get out of the hospital, and you can pick him up when you’re ready.” Farrell placed the vet’s card on Bart’s tray table.


Tears came to Bart’s eyes. “That’s the best news you could’ve told me, Ranger Donovan. Thanks for coming.”


“No problem,” said Farrell. “And thanks for the help you gave us. We’re mighty glad you’re going to recover.”


“Would’ve been my own stupid fault if I’d kicked off. I was so pissed about Herman and so dead set on getting even, I wasn’t nearly careful enough.”


Revenge is like that.


Farrell smiled and gave Bart a little wave as he left his room.


You were lucky, Bart.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE TOOK an hour getting ready for dinner with the doctor. What the hell was wrong with him? Should he wear a tie? He never wore a tie unless it was to a wedding or a funeral. No tie. He better not wear jeans. Too casual. The doctor seemed more of an Armani person. Okay, he’d go with black Armani slacks and a silvery-blue silk shirt, topped with his leather jacket.


Once he was dressed, he stalled, fussing endlessly over Charity, putting her sleeper on, brushing her hair and getting everything ready for Molly. He could hardly stand to leave his daughter even for a couple of hours.


After agonizing for several minutes on the porch over whether he was actually going to go or not, Jesse jumped in the Range Rover and bored down the lane before he changed his mind… again.


He wanted to go out for the celebration with his team, but he’d already made this commitment to the doctor. Could he combine it like Blacky suggested, or was that just a fantasy? Two entirely separate areas of his life at this point in time. It would never work out.


Jesse stood on Doctor Wagner’s front porch waiting for her to answer the door and the guilt flowing through his veins was stupefying. Annie could screw around with filthy bikers like Dougie the Dog in the name of work and yet he couldn’t have a relaxing dinner with his doctor? What was wrong with the way of the world. Wasn’t fair by any stretch. Why couldn’t he put Annie in the past where she belonged and leave her there?


It seemed to take forever for Doctor Wagner to open the door and Jesse wondered if he had time to make his getaway. Was he about to turn and run for the truck when she appeared in front of him?


Dressed in black with a silver shawl around her shoulders, she was nothing short of stunningly beautiful. February hadn’t been a warm month and Jesse wondered if the shawl was enough.


“You look fantastic,” he heard himself say as he stepped into the foyer. Her house was a restored Craftsman, compact and updated with extensive woodwork and tons of charm.


“Thank you, Jesse.” She smiled at him and led the way into the front sitting room. “Let’s have a drink before we go.”


Jesse nodded, but found he couldn’t think of one fuckin thing to say to her. He’d had this problem before when confronted with a new woman in his life, and it wasn’t pleasant to deal with.


Waiting patiently in the doorway for him to speak, she prompted him, “What can I get you? Whisky, wine, beer?”


“A beer is fine, thanks.”


She strutted off to the kitchen and was back moments later with a bottle of Shiners, a glass and a napkin.


“Thanks, I don’t need a glass.”


“You seem quiet and distracted, Jesse. Not like you. When you’re in the office you seem more outgoing.”


“Umm…did you see the news?”


“The news has you this upset?” She sat down next to him and set her cooler on the table. “I saw the bulletin about the huge gang arrest the Violent Crime Squad accomplished. Did something else happen?”


“No, just that. That was my team, the Blackmore Agency, and it went well. The thing is…”


Jan reached for his wrist and held it gently. “I wish I had my stethoscope here, Jesse. You don’t have a modicum of color and you’re starting to worry me.”


“After a big case like that closes, the team always goes out to celebrate, and I was wondering…”


“Is that it? Of course, you can’t miss it. We’ll have dinner another night. I completely understand.”


“Postponing our dinner is one solution, but there is another option,” said Jesse. “I wondered if you would object to us joining my boys.”


Jan smiled. “Not at all.” She touched her dress. “But I might need to change. What do you think?”


“You look gorgeous to me, but we’re going to the steakhouse for dinner, then to a roadhouse afterwards where my brother’s band is playing. Your call.”


“Ooh, this is getting better all the time. Drink your beer and give me ten minutes.”


She came downstairs minutes later wearing snug black jeans, a frilly white blouse and beautiful hand-tooled boots. “I feel more myself now. Always hate it when I have to wear a suit or a dress for a meeting. Goes against my grain.”


Jesse grinned. “Either way, you look amazing.”


“Thank you, Jesse. You’re generous with your compliments.” She locked the door when they stepped onto the porch. “Will I be the only woman in your group?”


Jesse grinned. “Mary should be there. She’s our liaison to the media, and also Lil, my partner’s personal assistant.”


“I’ll get to meet the super cop?”


Jesse opened the passenger door for her and said, “Don’t say that out loud, okay? He hates any kind of attention.”


“I won’t. I swear.” She winked at him. “Unless I’m drunk.”


 


The Steakhouse. Smithville.


THE CREW sat around a long table against the back windows of the steakhouse with drinks already in front of them when Jesse arrived with Doctor Wagner.


Blaine jumped to his feet to give Jesse a hug. “Hey, partner, so glad you made it.”


Jesse smiled and introduced the doctor. She’d already made it clear in the car she just wanted to be ‘Jan’—no ‘doctor’ attached. “This is Jan Wagner.” He went around the table, Blacky, Carm, Farrell and Mary, Rick and Lil, Travis, Fletcher, Andy, Greg and Jack.”


“Nice to meet everybody,” said Jan, “and congratulations on your big bust today.” She gave them a thumbs up.


Jesse held her chair for her like the gentleman he was, then sat down next to her. Their server hustled over and got them drinks to catch them up.


“Nice to see the boss with a date,” said Farrell, “Wasn’t sure he could get one.”


Jan giggled, and Jesse gave Farrell a hand signal.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE cleaned up the kitchen after dinner, then bathed the kids and put them to bed. She read them three stories instead of two trying to fill the time. Neil was in study mode in the office, striving to make up for time wasted while the Dog made him take a side trip to California.


Annie was at loose ends wondering what to do with the rest of the evening, when she remembered Tyler’s other band was playing at Boots. He’d played with her house band for years, but he also played with some boys from Giddings and they were super good. Maybe she’d change her clothes and go have a drink at Boots and listen to Tyler sing.


They’d had a thing a long time ago, but he’d ended it, not her. How many times had she been dumped? Trying to remember made her more depressed.


 


Boots and Saddles Roadhouse. Giddings.


AFTER A LONG relaxing dinner at the Smithville Steakhouse, the Blackmore Agency and guests moved to Boots and Saddles south of Giddings. Tyler’s band was scheduled to start at nine and they were already into their first set when Jesse and all the gang arrived. The dancefloor was packed and most of the tables were occupied.


“I’ve never been here before,” said Jan, “but I like to dance and check out the local places. Austin is a goldmine for live music.”


Jesse nodded. “I’m not much of a dancer but I love live music. My brother, Ty, is the dancer in our family. Paulie’s pretty good too.” He pointed at the stage, “That’s Tyler with the guitar.” 


“Not too much light in here,” said Jan, “but I’d say you look a lot alike.”


“Yeah, we do. More than any of my other brothers.”


 “He married?”


“Nope. Never tried it.” Jesse sat her down in a booth and waved the next wave of the crew over. “The booths ain’t big enough to all sit together.”


Jan smiled. “That’s okay, as long as I get to sit next to you.”


“Not many women have said that lately,” said Jesse.


“Maybe it’s time one did,” said Jan squeezing his arm.


“Could be.”


The rest of the Agency crew filed in and filled up the next two booths. Blacky and Carm sat across from Jesse and Jan.


“You drinking wine, my Carmelita?” asked Jesse.


“Si, Jesse, rojo.”


“Jan? You were drinking coolers at the steakhouse.”


“I think I’ll change into my superwoman persona and go with Petron.”


Jesse grinned. “Oh, a daredevil.”


Jan giggled.


“I’ll stick with Corona,” said Blaine. “I’m not up for a gigantic hangover.”


“Tomorrow is Saturday,” said Jesse. “What does it matter?”


“It matters to my head and my guts,” said Blaine.


 


ANNIE SAT out of sight in the corner booth and watched her ex-husband walk in with another woman and she knew it shouldn’t bother her. She and Jesse were never getting back together. Ever. Jesse said so, and both of them should be picking up the pieces of their lives. But it still hurt.


Then all Blaine’s people came in too.


Must be a night out that I wasn’t invited to. I’m like a fuckin pariah. Annie ordered another beer and held her position in the shadows of the dark corner booth.


She’d come in about a half hour ahead of the others and had a couple of beers with Tyler. She could always depend on him to cheer her up. She loved him before she had fallen for Jesse and she always would love Tyler. There was no denying it.


Tyler gave her the high sign and she set her beer down and walked across the dance floor to the stage. She climbed the three steps and stood next to him as he introduced her.


“Tonight, we’re lucky enough to have a special guest and she’s gonna sing a couple of duets with me. Let’s hear it for Annie Coulter.”


 


ANNIE BELTED out the first few bars of ‘Trying to Live my Life Without You’ and Jesse felt the blood drain from his body. He wanted to go to the men’s room and heave his dinner, but he was far too weak to move.


“Are you okay, Jesse?” asked Jan in a whisper.


“Feel a bit faint,” he mumbled. “I’m fine.”


“I’ll get you some water.” She was gone in a flash to the bar and came back with a bottle of water. “Drink this.”


Jesse tipped the bottle up and drank half straight down. “I’m okay. For sure.”


“You’re missing a good song,” said Jan. “That girl is really good. She sounds fantastic with your brother.”


Jesse nodded and said nothing.


“You okay, Jesse? Want me to drive you home?”


“I’m good, Blacky. I’ll be fine. Just give me a couple of minutes. Don’t want to… never mind.”


Annie’s song ended, and the crowd hooted and hollered and gave her a round of applause. Farrell waved his arms and hooted at the top of his lungs.


Blaine scooted across the dance floor and met Annie at the bottom of the steps when she stepped off the stage. He held her in his arms and kissed her hair. “That was great, Mom. I didn’t know you were singing with Ty tonight.”


“He asked me a few times before, then when I showed up tonight to watch him, he insisted on it. I didn’t know y’all were coming…” she cast a glance in Jesse’s direction… “with everybody.”


“Don’t let Jesse bother you, Mom. He’s moving on and so should you.”


Annie nodded. “I’ll sit at my table. I have another song in the next set.”


“Come say hi to everybody before you hide in the corner.”


“Not a good idea. I don’t think Jesse would want me to.”


“I want you to.” He took her hand and led her across the dancefloor. She stopped at the first two booths and said hello like the people sitting there were strangers when they were anything but, then moved on to Blaine’s table where Jesse was sitting with his date.


Blaine stood at the end of the table with his arm around Annie’s waist and introduced her to Jan. “This is my mother, Annie Powell.”


Jan offered her hand. “Lovely to meet you. Great job on the duet. You sounded so professional.”


“Thank you.”


Jesse nodded and said nothing.


“Nice to see you, Jesse,” said Annie in barely a whisper.


Blaine walked her back to her table, slid in across from her and held her hand. “Jesse is trying, Mom. He’s trying to have a life without you. You have to let him try.”


“I will, honey. I’m not calling him or going anywhere near him. It’s too painful for both of us.”






 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Saturday, February 21st.


 


Jan Wagner’s Residence. Austin.


IT WAS very late as Jesse drove Doctor Wagner back to Austin convinced he’d ruined their date and eliminated any chances of seeing her in the future. She was a nice person and lots of fun, and he desperately needed someone in his life.


“You’re quiet, Jesse.” She reached over the console and touched his arm. “Maybe I should have driven.”


“I’m sorry you didn’t have more fun. And I realize it’s entirely my fault. We should have danced… but after… never mind. I’m too depressing to hang around with.”


Jan laughed. “No, you’re not. You had a bad moment. Everybody has those from time to time.”


“I have more than most.”


“I’m in my doctor mode now. Explain to me exactly what sent you into your tailspin.”


“Umm… I don’t know if I can talk about it.”


“That much of an emotional issue. Okay. You can’t get well until you get rid of all the old baggage you’re carrying. It’s crushing you and destroying your health.”


“Do you think I need a shrink?”


“You have to learn to let go of things that cannot be changed. Cannot. Sort out what cannot be changed and work hard to let it go. That’s step one.”


“Okay. Makes sense.”


“You got upset when Annie Coulter or Powell or whatever she goes by started singing on the stage. Blaine’s mother. We’ve talked about your bad divorce. We’re you married to Annie?”


“How did you figure that out?”


“It wasn’t that hard. You crumbled when you saw her. She’s talented and beautiful and I can see where she’d be difficult to get over. We have to build you up.”


Jesse turned and stared at her in the dark. “Do you think we can?”


“With your heart in the shape it’s in, Jesse, we have to.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IT WAS AFTER two a.m. when Blaine crawled into bed, a little drunk but he’d had a good day with the big bust and a fun night out. He hadn’t checked for messages since dinner, so he glanced at his phone before shutting his eyes and there was a missed message from Misty.


It’s even later in Louisiana.


He called anyway, and it took a couple of rings before she answered in her sleepy voice.


“Hey, sweetheart, is something wrong?”


“No, I missed your call and I wanted to talk to you before I went to sleep.”


Misty giggled. “You sound drunk.”


“Maybe a little. We went out tonight—the whole team.”


“I missed it.”


“I’ll make it up to you. Are you still in Houma? Where are you?”


“Back in N’Orlean in my favorite hotel.”


“I’m coming today—like when I get up.”


Misty squealed. “Are you? I’m so excited. How long can you stay?”


“That’s always an issue, so we’ll have to play it by ear.”


“I’m happy with any alone time, even a couple of days,” said Misty. “That miserable Hammer person isn’t coming to follow us, is he?”


“Definitely not. I fired him.”


“His aura was foul.”


Blaine chuckled. “I thought so too.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE WOKE with a calmness he hadn’t felt in a while. Jan seemed understanding and willing to help him work through his issues, and God knew there were a lot of the fuckers grinding him down.


“Da,” Charity hollered for him from the next room and he smiled. She’d be standing up in her crib waiting for him to come get her. Maybe he’d invite Jan over for Sunday dinner to meet his daughter.


Maybe I’m rushing it. I’ll wait.


He pushed the quilt back and sat up slowly on the side of the bed. His life was filmed in slow motion now. No rushing. No raising his heart rate. His cell signaled a message and he reached for it on the nightstand. Jan.


“How are you this morning? I was worried.”


“Fine. I’ll ride today and that always lines thing up for me.”


“Can I come?”


“Of course. Come for lunch and we’ll saddle up after.”


“I’m excited to see your ranch.”


“Can’t wait to show it to you.”


 


 


New Orleans. Louisiana.


BLAINE RENTED a Jag at Louis Armstrong International and programmed in the address for Misty’s hotel, the Fairfax Inn. He knew nothing about the Big Easy, but if it was Misty’s home, he was willing to learn.


He parked in the lot when he arrived and texted her.


“I’m in the parking area. Meet me in the lobby.”


“Oh, I can’t believe you’re here. I’ll be right down.”


By the time Blaine found his way to the lobby, Misty was standing by the fountain waiting for him.


“She’s so gorgeous,” he mumbled to himself as he walked towards her. He held her in his arms, then kissed her with passion, oblivious to people staring at them. “I missed you.”


“I missed you too, but I was homesick.”


“Let’s have lunch, then you can show me your hometown.”


“I love you, Blaine.” She took his hand and led him to the dining room.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE had lunch with Neil and the kids and she wasn’t saying much. Seeing Jesse, the night before at Boots had almost finished her.


“What’s wrong, Mom?” asked Neil. “You’re never this quiet.”


“The new me,” she said with half a smile. “I’m in quiet mode.”


“Bull…” he glanced at the two six-year-olds, “crap. Bullcrap, Mom. You’re not the quiet type. Something is wrong, and I want to know what it is.”


Jackson pointed a finger at Neil, “You almost said a bad word, Neil. No TV for a week.”


“But I didn’t say it, Jacks. I saved myself.”


“Doesn’t count,” said Lucy.


“Does so,” said Jacks.


“You two wash your hands and go play outside,” said Annie. “I want to talk to Neil.”


“What, Mom?” Neil hopped up and filled his mug with coffee. “Did you just say that, or do you need to talk to me about something—like for real?”


“I’m concerned that you need more time off to get over your kidnapping. Anybody would, sweetheart.”


“Did Farrell say something?”


“No, but he’s going to. He called and said he’s coming over. He wants to take you to pick up your truck from the impound garage and then spend the day with you before you go back to school.”


Neil smiled. “Great. What time is he coming?”


“Soon.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE changed Charity into one of the new outfits Ty had bought on his last trip to La Grange. It seemed his brother couldn’t walk past a kid’s store without checking it out.


“You look so pretty.” He brushed her hair. “We should take pictures today.”


“Ty,” said Charity.


“Uh huh. We’ll take a picture of Ty too.”


The dogs barked on the front porch and Charity hollered. “Boobelle.”


“Yep, Bluebelle says somebody is here. Let’s go see.”


Jesse stepped out onto the porch as Jan was getting out of her car. “Can you say, ‘hi?” he asked Charity.


“Hi,” she said right on cue and Jan smiled.


“Hi, beautiful girl. I’m so glad to meet you.” Jan stared for a moment. “You look a lot like your handsome Daddy.”


“Da,” she said.


Jesse opened the door and held it. “Come in. Welcome to Quantrall.”


 


New Orleans.


BLAINE AND MISTY enjoyed a day of sightseeing and riding the streetcars, Misty showing Blaine all her favorite places in the city.


It was late afternoon when they stopped to rest at her favorite bakery and Blaine recharged with coffee and a warm pastry in a tiny walled garden.


“I could sit here with you forever,” he said. “I haven’t been this relaxed in a long time.”


Misty smiled. “I’m so happy you came.”


“You knew I would as soon as I had the time.” He reached across the small table for her hand. “I promised.”


“And you meant it, but I’ve seen how the phone rings and then y’all are tied up for days on a case and you don’t have time for anything else or anybody else.” Misty’s voice took on a sad tone. “It’s just the way it is.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine, “and that’s something I can’t change.”


“Before we go back to the hotel to get ready for dinner, I want to show you where I grew up.”


“Is it far from here?”


Misty shook her head and her blonde curls bounced. “No, we can walk.”


They left the bakery hand in hand and Misty’s chatter diminished noticeably. Her hand tightened on his as they turned down Saint Gillian Avenue.


“These are mansions,” said Blaine, “old mansions that could use a little work.” Several had been restored and were truly gorgeous. “Which one was yours, sweetheart?”


“Middle of the block.” Misty pointed. “The one with the black iron fence.”


“Uh huh. They stopped in front and Blaine gazed up at the three-storey façade. He blinked when he thought he saw a blind move on the top floor. “Who owns it now?”


“I do.”


“You do?” Misty had never mentioned this house and it obviously needed tons of work. Blaine counted up ten different trades he needed to call and that was from only a cursory glance at the front. “Have you been inside this trip to check up on the condition?”


“I can’t go in,” she whispered.


“Why not? Did you lose the key?”


“I have a key, but he doesn’t like to be disturbed.”


“Who?”


“My father.”


 






 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Thank you for reading.
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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 wanted to be. The waitresses were dressed in red satin skirts and blue vests with a big white star on their right breast. 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 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. “Think 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. Ain’t yours.”


Farrell shrugged and winced again.


“Grapevine says Thompson has big plans.”


“How big?”


“Huge. The man’s got 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 soon, 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 on 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. Hopefully 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 grew 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 an army 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.”


 


If you’d like to keep reading Vigilance, click to go to Amazon
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